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GENUINE CHANGE IN a modem educational system usually takes place 
slowly, if at all; but we have seen one notable exception to this in recent 
times. With astonishing rapidity, education in the United States has 
ended its failed experiment in separating the intellectual from the moral 
and choosing the intellectual as its only legitimate province. From K- 
12 schools to college campuses, instructors are paying attention to 
students’ values and are accepting responsibility for promoting students’ 
character. 

By no means is this an unprecedented approach: indeed, it is a 
return to the more comprehensive “whole student” agenda that Amer- 
ican schools had dedicated themselves to during the first three centuries 
of education in this country. But during the middle and latter parts of 
the twentieth century, educators found themselves embedded in a 
highly specialized, secular, knowledge-driven, postrnodern world. Most 
responded by concluding that the moral part of their traditional mission 
had become obsolete. Moral relativism was in, in loco parentis was out. 
The dominant view held that educators should promote critical think- 
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ing and tolerance which, amazingly, were not viewed as moral values, 
but rather as neutral, inert positions outside the contentious realm of 
value choices. This thinking was a misconception that caused so many 
readily apparent casualties among the young that it was bound to be 
abandoned sooner or later. Fortunately the correction has occurred 
surprisingly quickly. As we enter the twenty-first century, it is well under 
way. 

As an advocate for this correction, I have glimpsed the change even 
at the federal government level, which typically reacts to rather than 
induces cultural trends. At the dawn of the Clinton administration. 
Secretary of Education Richard Riley addressed a conference of char- 
acter educators such as me who were looking for ways to reintroduce 
moral messages into the K-12 curriculum. The secretary supported our 
aims, but in response to a question commented (I cannot quote him 
verbatim after all these years) that he did not see much role for the 
federal government or for public schools in such an endeavor, because 
children's values were a private matter that should be reserved for fam- 
ilies and churches. 

Three years passed, with widely noted media accounts of youngsters 
harming themselves and others through morally misguided choices. In 
his 1996 State of the Union Address President Clinton proclaimed that 
every school in America should teach character education. He said; “I 
challenge all our schools to teach character education, to teach good 
values and good citizenship.” Secretary Riley's Department of Educa- 
tion established a program to support this idea. Four years later, in the 
presidential election of 2000, one of the major candidates (the winning 
one, in fact) frequently campaigned on a promise to promote character 
education in America's public schools — a pledge that he, now President 
Bush, has acted upon since assuming office by tripling federal support 
for the Education Department program. I have believed in character 
education for most of my working life, but I never thought that I would 
see it arise as a major campaign promise in a presidential election, or 
garner so much support at the highest reaches of government. 
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We have entered a new era in character education, marked by broad 
public acceptance of the idea and endorsements by top elected officials 
from both political parties. This is a good start, a window of opportunity 
that could stay open long enough to allow worthwhile efforts to enter. 
But all such windows eventually shut if the worthwhile efforts stall or 
get pushed aside by less serious ones designed only to take advantage of 
the trend. How can we bring in this new era in character education to 
make the right kind of difference to the young people in our schools 
and colleges? What are the principles and approaches that provide 
character education the solid foundation to sustain it now and in the 
future, so that it again becomes a lasting part of our educational agenda 
rather than merely another trend? What obstacles in our present-day 
educational system must we overcome, and what new opportunities can 
we create? The purpose of this book is to provide some beginning 
answers to these questions. The authors are among the most innovative 
thinkers in the field today, and in their chapters they offer original 
solutions unconstrained by the misconceptions that have derailed moral 
instruction in our schools. 

Each chapter puts forth a unique perspective on what is needed in 
character education today, but at least two main themes run throughout 
the volume. The first is a consensus that fundamental moral standards 
must be passed along to the young and that educators at all levels bear 
a serious obligation to transmit these core standards to their students. 
The question of “Whose values are these anyway?” — in recent years the 
battle cry of those who would keep schools barren of moral guidance — 
is shown to be moot by several of the authors. They are our values, the 
“our” referring to the worldwide community of responsible adults con- 
cerned with the quality and very futures of the civilizations that their 
younger citizens will one day inherit. The second theme that emerges 
from this volume is a shared determination to get rid of sterile old 
oppositions that have paralyzed even some of the best efforts in this field 
over the past few decades. Many oppositions have gotten in the way and 
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must be transcended by a more integrated, inclusive, all-encompassing 
approach if real progress is to be made: 

Habit and Reflection 

Most parents know that it is essential to raise children to act right and 
to exercise good judgment in complex or difficult situations. Every child 
deserves to acquire reliable habits and strong reasoning skills. Children 
who do not acquire this beneficent combination may become untrust- 
worthy to themselves, despite whatever good intentions they may have; 
or, alternatively, they may become automatons susceptible to malevo- 
lent influences that they cannot screen or evaluate. Strangely, contem- 
porary scholarly discourse draws lines between the aims of fostering 
good habits and clear reasoning about justice and other moral matters. 
The philosopher Bernard Williams’ criticizes his own field for setting 
up a false opposition between virtue theory (virtues simply being the 
characterological consequence of sustained habit) and justice theory 
(which advocates a constant thinking through of procedures that create 
social contracts and their implications for fairness). Williams points out 
that there should be nothing incompatible about virtue and fairness. 
Any full moral life aspires to achieve both. Williams notes that the two 
moral aims share common enemies — hypocrisy, a self-serving tendency 
to rationalize inaction or compromise, and a willingness (or too often 
an eagerness) to pursue supposedly moral ends through immoral means. 

Compounding philosophy’s confusion, a quirk in the history of 
psychology sets habit and reflection in opposition. In the scientific study 
of moral development, the two dominant camps for the large part of 
the twentieth century were the behaviorist and cognitivist traditions (the 
psychoanalytic tradition remaining mostly outside of academia because 
of its sparse research base). Behaviorism emphasized the person’s con- 
formity to rules and the conditioning of habitual modes of conduct; 

1. Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass.; 
Harvard University Press, 1986). 
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whereas cognitivists such as Piaget and Kohlberg emphasized the per- 
son’s capacity for reasoning and autonomous judgment. 

Dividing the person in this way may or may not serve the purposes 
of scientific study — that is a debate for another occasion — but it is an 
unmitigated disaster for education, which must in the end deal with all 
the components of the developing youngster. The incredibly fruitless 
opposition between habit and reflection has been transplanted from 
psychology and philosophy to realms of educational theory and practice, 
where it has polarized character education efforts for precious decades. 
It is time to move beyond this needless argument and take as our target 
of moral instruction the whole child — habit and reflection, virtue and 
understanding, and every system of judgment, affect, motivation, con- 
duct, and self-identity that contributes to a child’s present and future 
moral life. 

The Individual and the Community 

Much rhetoric has been wasted arguing about the locus of the moral 
sense that we try to cultivate in every child. Extreme positions proliferate 
all across the ideational landscape. Some hold that morality is essentially 
biological, deeply rooted in an individual’s genetic code, with the im- 
plication that individuals are born with varying degrees of it. This po- 
sition leaves us little to do educationally but spot the bad seeds and get 
out of the way of the good ones. Even the question of whether parents 
matter has been taken seriously in recent years. At the other extreme, 
some insist that all moral truth resides in the community, that excessive 
individualism is the root of our problems, and the task of moral edu- 
cators is to promote cultural transmission and an awareness of our 
interdependence. Neither position gives much credence to the age-old 
ideals of personal conscience, noble purposes, or inspirational social 
action. 

The supposed opposition between the individual and the commu- 
nity is a popular myth based upon degraded versions of culture theory. 
The idea is that Western morality (especially the American version) 




12 



xii William Damon 



stresses individual rights and responsibilities, unlike the rest of the world 
(Japan is often cited as an example), where a communal orientation 
prevails. More serious anthropologists^ know that all such notions exist 
everywhere. Indeed, how could any society survive without holding 
individuals accountable for their actions, recognizing and protecting 
their rights (at least to some extent), or establishing some communal 
sense of the common good? Societies certainly vary in how they balance 
and express these moral orientations, in the degree to which they em- 
phasize one or the other, and in the cultural traditions that organize 
them, but morality is always a matter of individual transactions with 
communities, and children must be prepared both to learn from their 
social settings and to follow their own consciences when the need arises. 
For educators, morality means teaching common values as well as 
helping every child acquire the kind of personal moral identity that 
ultimately will sustain the child’s moral sense in any situation— joyful 
or grim, inspiring or corrupting— that the child encounters in life. 

The Secular and the Religious 

In these days when public school districts are sued for allowing student 
choirs to sing hymns, when valedictorians are forbidden to use the word 
“God” in their commencement addresses, and when teachers are rep- 
rimanded for wishing students “Happy Holiday!” before school vaca- 
tions (I have not invented these incredible examples), it must be noted 
that things were not always so in this country. For most of our history, 
public education did not distinguish between moral messages conveyed 
in a secular package and moral messages conveyed through stories and 
sayings from any one of the world’s religious traditions. Far from ban- 
ning every expression of religious sentiment, public schools recognized 
it (generally in a nonsectarian form) as one source of moral inspiration 
and guidance. Schoolbooks were full of uplifting moral, spiritual, and 

2. R. Shweder, Thinking through Cultures: Expeditions in Cultural Psychology 
(Cambridge, Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1991). 
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religious ideas mingled with lessons designed to teach literacy, math, 
and whatever else children needed to learn. It was part of what I referred 
to earlier as the whole student approach that did whatever it could to 
foster character as well as intellect, goodness as well as knowledge, 
purpose as well as competence. 

Starting with the Progressive Era, and throughout the remainder of 
the twentieth century, public education split the secular from the reli- 
gious, adopting the former and rejecting the latter. This choice was 
spurred by pluralism and a well-intentioned desire to protect children 
whose families might not share the beliefs expressed. I do not dismiss 
such reasons: they are important in themselves, and all children should 
learn to understand and respect the civil liberties concerns that they 
reflect. But such matters always must be viewed in the perspective of 
an overall pedagogical agenda, which in turn must be tailored to how 
young people learn. 

How do young people learn moral beliefs and values? This book 
provides sound answers to this question, answers based on careful schol- 
arship rather than on unanalyzed fears or wishful thinking. Some of the 
insights shared by many authors in this book are (1) young people learn 
best through clear messages— moral relativism and ambivalence leave 
young minds cold; (2) young people learn from positive instances of 
exemplary behavior. A single shining, in vivo example of virtue is a 
more powerful teaching tool than scores of abstract “do nofs”; (3) young 
people have active, curious minds that eagerly seek new knowledge. 
They are not especially fragile, and the real danger is in turning them 
off by failing to provide sufficient inspiration, not in disturbing them 
with harmful information; and (4) young minds have great intellectual 
flexibility— they are capable both of absorbing the traditional wisdom 
of their culture and of making smart choices for themselves when they 
need to. 

I have never heard of a youngster being harmed by witnessing 
another person’s expression of spirituality, even when the form of spir- 
ituality is highly unfamiliar to the child. On the contrary, young people 
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usually are fascinated and moved by such expressions and the more 
foreign the forms, the more they are likely to find them interesting 
rather than disturbing. The civil liberties concerns about minority rights 
and the dangers of theocratic oppression are adult issues worth teaching 
at some point, to be sure, but not frontline issues for the moral instruc- 
tion of young people, who need to learn far more basic lessons about 
core standards such as honesty, compassion, responsibility, respectful- 
ness, and fairness. Adult-centered concerns should not be used as jus- 
tification for censoring a unique and powerful source of positive moral 
inspiration from our public schools. It is time to open our public schools 
once again to moral ideas set in a variety of religious as well as secular 
frameworks as well as to students’ free expressions of spiritual faith. ^ 
Young people need all the inspiration they can get. 

The Chapters in This Book 

Each chapter in this book points to directions that character education 
must take at this juncture and offers strategies essential for progress. 
Taken together, the chapters suggest a comprehensive approach for 
such progress. 

Arthur Schwartz identifies the starting point of our new era: no 
longer is the distracting question “Whose values?” bogging down our 
character education efforts. That question has been settled by a consen- 
sus throughout our society— a widespread, tacit agreement that all chil- 
dren should acquire the core values of civilized living that responsible 
adults cherish. Now that we can stop wasting our time on unnecessary 



3. Some key ideas that we wish to pass down to children require an appreciation 
of their religious roots in order to fully understand their moral significance. The work 
ethic comes to mind as one such notion. Without knowing the religiously inspired 
concept of calling (or, similarly, the classic root of the word vocation), work can be seen 
as simply a convention or a nuisance that is too often necessary. I have heard not only 
disgruntled workers but also distinguished social scientists portray work in this way. For 
the work ethic to be an inspiring invocation rather than a oppressive injunction, it is 
important to convey to youngsters its origins in the belief that one should use one’s 
occupation to serve God and, by extension, one’s fellow humans. 



Introduction xv 



uncertainty, we can make progress on the more profound and difficult 
question of how we can pass these values down to the younger genera- 
tion in ways that will elevate their conduct and their life goals. Schwartz 
has his own answers to this that are at the same time innovative and 
very old. His suggestions about reintroducing wise maxims in curricula 
and his examination of how honor codes should be used in our schools 
should be required reading for educators everywhere. 

Following a theme introduced by Schwartz, Christina Hoff Som- 
mers shows why it is relativism, not indoctrination, that threatens the 
moral development of young people in our time. She starts with an 
example of ambivalence toward the right or wrong of cheating, an 
example that would be amusing if it were isolated or bizarre. Unfortu- 
nately, as I have discovered in my own travels through every level of our 
educational system, Sommers has given us a revealing glimpse into a 
grave malignancy that threatens both the character of our students and 
the integrity of our academic institutions (more about this below). 
Sommers offers a classic vision of moral education that springs from 
the principles of Aristotelean and Augustinian philosophy that is cor- 
rective of the laissez-faire excesses fomented by Rousseau and his legion 
of modern-day followers. Sommers shows us the depths to which mis- 
guided ideas can take us and offers hope for the future by describing 
approaches that can lead us to a better way. 

Education, like medicine, is a field of practice; but, like medicine, 
it needs a scientific base in order to weed out ineffective (or even 
dangerous) practices from beneficial ones. The subfield of character 
education has been establishing a scientific base for some decades, and 
Marvin Berkowitz provides us with an up-to-date account of it. Beyond 
his chapter’s importance as a rare state-of-the-science statement of what 
we know from solid evidence, Berkowitz also makes several key points 
that reinforce the main themes of this book. He rejects the false oppo- 
sitions that have riven the field, creating in the end a synthesis that 
should appeal to a wide swath of practitioners (theoreticians and phi- 
losophers are another matter— -it is possible that they enjoy the argu- 
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ments too much to fully accept any synthesis). Berkowitz also takes 
pains to spell out what we don’t know as well as what we do know. This 
is valuable for two reasons: first, it speaks for keeping our pedagogical 
methods open to change as our scientific base expands; and second, it 
reminds us to be humble in whatever approaches we try. Humility is a 
virtue that character educators should aim to foster among students as 
well as to practice themselves. 

Lawrence Walker also takes us through the scientific literature, but 
with a more particular purpose in mind. Walker makes the case for an 
approach based on actual human examples of moral excellence, an 
approach that Walker calls moral exemplar ity. The advantages of this 
approach are similar in both science and education: it can resolve 
oppositions of the sort that Berkowitz and others find futile; and it offers 
a compelling, indeed captivating, way of incorporating all the elements 
of morality that make their way into a human life. The use of moral 
examples for scientific study and educational practice has been explored 
before, but Walker’s powerful analysis goes beyond previous writings to 
reveal the promise and significance of such an approach. 

Warriors ennobled by moral principle are one archetype of exem- 
plars, and Nancy Sherman shows how stoic principles have shored up 
the resolve and conduct of heroic warriors such as Navy Pilot James 
Stockdale. Sherman’s treatment of stoic philosophy is subtle and evoc- 
ative. She shows how stoic principles, when fully understood, offer a 
moral manner of managing one’s emotions in times of pressure. This 
makes for a unique, invaluable contribution to the moral education 
literature that generally avoids the problem of inner emotional control. 
Sherman also sees the limits of Stoicism, cautioning that an overly rigid 
version may lead to emotional coldness and detachment from the em- 
pathic side of moral response. Her own resolution — “Stoicism with a 
human face” — bears implications for character education far beyond 
the military settings in which she has worked. 

Sherman notes that she began her service at the Naval Academy 
with a visit commissioned by a navy chaplain in the wake of a shocking 
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cheating scandal. I accompanied her on that visit, and my impressions 
are still fresh in my mind. Here was a group of incredibly dedicated 
officers, faculty, and student-midshipmen torn apart by an enormous 
breach in one of the navy’s proudest traditions, its esteemed honor code. 
How could such a thing happen? My personal conclusion was that the 
ethics behind the code, and the moral bases of rules against cheating, 
were not properly understood by students at the Academy, for the simple 
reason that they were not being carefully taught. I believe that Professor 
Sherman’s ethics course went a long way toward rectifying this situation. 

That is the good news. The bad news is that similar and worse 
problems are prevalent at schools and colleges across the nation. Almost 
everywhere, there is a lack of clarity surrounding cheating. In her chap- 
ter, Sommers describes the lack of clarity shared by faculty and students 
alike. Tests that faculty distrust or students dislike do not justify dishon- 
esty as a form of protest. This is not a legitimate act of civil disobedience, 
in which a dissenter openly admits to breaking a rule and bravely accepts 
society’s sanctions for it. This is instead a deceptive, self-serving, and 
furtive bit of behavior, a step down the path to personal irresponsibility. 
When teachers tell students that they can’t blame them for cheating on 
any tests that are unfair or meaningless, or worse, when teachers urge 
students to cheat as a way of boosting teachers’ performance ratings (as 
news reports, incredibly, have verified), this is moral miseducation. It 
is training students to become dishonest. No ideological position about 
testing, competition, or anything else can justify such a choice. If there 
were such a thing as educational malpractice, this would be a prime 
example. 

Clark Power’s discussion of a cheating incident in a school where 
he worked provides another illustration of the deeply entrenched con- 
fusion surrounding this moral issue. Students struggle to sort out the 
difference between cooperation and dishonesty. One young girl believes 
she is being an altruist in the image of Mother Teresa by sharing her 
work with a friend! Students need the guidance that can teach them 
respect for school codes but many teachers. Power writes, merely “fa- 
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cilitate [rather than] instruct . . . [and] ask questions [rather than] 
provide answers.” Although Power is more sympathetic to this kind of 
teaching than I, his chapter offers a poignant account of how his own 
mentor, Lawrence Kohlberg, moved to a more sociological position 
toward the end of his life, adopting Durkheimian insights about estab- 
lishing a structure of moral authority for moral education. In this more 
traditional vision, a teacher becomes an elder collaborator who trans- 
mits cultural wisdom. Power’s designation of this approach as coun- 
tercultural can only be seen as ironic. He notes, for example, that 
Western culture is open to change and thus often countercultural with 
itself Passing Western culture along means communicating this dy- 
namic spirit, not a bad way to orient the younger generation to the 
excitement of democracy. But the culture that Power really counters is 
the prevailing atmosphere of our public schools. Here Power is in closer 
agreement with the other authors in this book, all of whom seek to 
elevate the desultory moral atmosphere that too many students today 
encounter. 

Amitai Etzioni’s Communitarian Network has played a key role in 
creating a nationwide discourse among educators dedicated to character 
education and in bringing this discourse to the attention of policy 
makers long before the idea became politically popular. The network 
organized a number of influential conferences in the 1990s, including 
the early White House meeting that I referred to above. In his chapter 
for this book, Etzioni charts out the “communitarian position” on char- 
acter education, a position that centers on ( I) affirming core values, (2) 
promoting empathy within the child and of bonds of attachment be- 
tween the child and others, and (3) imparting disciplinary standards 
that emanate from legitimate authority, but that also become part of 
the child’s own internal set of chosen beliefs. 

In line with other authors in this book, Etzioni deals with the 
question of “whose values?” by pointing out that moral values are not 
at all arbitrary (“Values do not fly on their own wings,” he writes). 
Etzioni looks to social institutions such as the family, schools, voluntary 
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associations, and places of worship for reference points regarding the 
values that we must pass along to the young. His position places schools 
squarely within, rather than apart from, their communities. Our schools 
never should have become the sheltered enclaves of expertise and over- 
specialization that resulted in their neglect of moral values and char- 
acter for much of the past century. Etzioni reminds educators that 
cultivation of students’ character is necessary even for the academic 
parts of their mission: “You cannot fill a vessel that has yet to be cast.” 

In her chapter, Anne Colby fights the good fight for reestablishing 
student morality and character as targets of higher education’s central 
mission. When they first were founded, most colleges and universities 
dedicated themselves to fostering students’ moral development, but as 
higher education has drifted toward increasing specialization and com- 
partmentalization, the original whole student agenda has been dis- 
carded. Those who would recapture the old ground have met with great 
resistance. Colby takes on each point of resistance with unassailable 
logic, effectively demolishing every familiar objection that has been 
raised against character education at the post-high-school level. Colby’s 
chapter will inspire and protect those in higher education who are bold 
and caring enough to concern themselves with students’ moral lives, 
yet find themselves besieged by those who would keep the ivory tower 
knowledge-pure and value-free. 

For the present volume, Irving Kristol has revised an incisive state- 
ment that he originally wrote during the 1970s,‘^ the heyday of values- 
neutral approaches to moral education. His chapter reminds us that a 
child’s individual development requires guidance from people and in- 
stitutions with firm moral bearings. Like Sommers, he rejects the Rous- 
seauian view, so prevalent in schools today, that the job of adults is 
simply to get out of children’s way and allow intrinsic goodness to 
emerge naturally. Kristol points to the necessity of authority in any moral 

4. Ryan K. and D. Purpel, Moral Education: It Comes with the Territory (New 
York: Basic Books, 1977). 



O 

ERIC 



20 



XX William Damon 



educational endeavor. He uses the concept of authority advisedly. First, 
he explicitly refers to legitimate authority. Second, he distinguishes 
legitimate authority from the illegitimate extremes of authoritarianism 
and permissiveness. Kristol’s insight here echoes empirical conclusions 
from scientific child psychology, which has found that, ironically, au- 
thoritarianism (“do as I say because I said so”) and permissiveness (“do 
whatever you want”) have similarly ill effects— training children to be 
irresponsible and incompetent— whereas the consistent exertion of le- 
gitimate authority (“here’s the right thing to do, here’s why, let’s discuss 
it openly and come to a mutual understanding about it”) is the surest 
formula for successful child rearing.^ 

Kristol also makes the point that authority and liberty are inextri- 
cably linked, indeed that liberty is not possible without a context of 
legitimate and predictable authority. For me, this is among the most 
important points in his chapter, because it is so little understood or 
appreciated by much of the educational community. It is the reason 
that some of us still have our students read Emile Durkheim, whose 
theory elegantly explicated the reasons why, as Kristol writes, “In the 
case of authority, power is not experienced as coercive because it is 
infused, however dimly, with a moral intention which corresponds to 
the moral sentiments and moral ideals of those who are subject to this 
power.” To the extent that education is, as Kristol terms it, an “exercise 
in legitimate authority,” an offering of moral guidance for developing 
minds, it is a force for both personal freedom and character building. 

Looking to the Future with a Remembrance of the Past 

The future directions pointed to by the authors in this book are based 
upon what we have learned from the past. Efforts at character education 
generally are well-intended, almost by definition, but good intentions 



5. W. Damon, The Moral Child (New York: Free Press, 1990); W. Damon, ed. 
Handbook of Child Psychology, 5th ed., vol. 1-4 (New York: John Wiley and Sons, 
1998). 
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have not always prevented them from being misguided. In my own 
travel, I have seen many mistakes by educators who sincerely want 
children to acquire virtue and moral understanding. I have seen skin- 
deep programs that ask students to do nothing more than recite virtuous 
words such as honesty, temperance, and respect, and the words do noth- 
ing more than pass in one ear and out the other. I also have seen adults 
promoting the very behaviors that they are warning children against. 
Much like Sommers, I have heard teachers suggesting to students that 
it is all right to cheat on tests that seem meaningless. I have observed 
adults who counsel underage minors about alcohol abuse by telling 
them to stay within a one-drink-per-hour limit. I have seen teachers look 
the other way when students treat one another harshly or unfairly. 

Such half-hearted messages mock character education. Children 
will neglect ideas that adults present superficially or ambivalently, and 
are brilliant at picking up subtexts. They love to explore the half-forbid- 
den. Any instruction that begins “I’d rather not have you do this, but if 
you are going to anyway, be sure to ...” is an irresistible invitation to 
give it a full-throttle try. The only way to dissuade a child from harmful 
behavior is through guidance that the child understands and takes 
seriously. The only way to stop cheating is to tell children that it’s wrong, 
to explain why (it’s unfair, it’s untrustworthy), and to enforce the sanc- 
tions rigorously. The only alcohol and drug abuse programs that work— 
that result in less rather than more risky behavior — are programs that 
stress avoidance of these dangerous substances. But conveying don’ts to 
children can be only a small part of a successful character education 
program. Character education must have a positive side, a call to serve 
others and to dedicate oneself to a higher purpose. In the long run, it is 
a sense of inspiration that sustains good character. Commitment to a 
noble purpose can make learned prohibitions unnecessary. As they say 
in sports, the best defense is a good offense. 

Charitable work is one way to introduce students to a larger purpose. 
Research has found that community service programs, especially when 
combined with reflection about the moral and personal significance of 
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serving others, are powerful inducers of moral growth.® Spiritual beliefs, 
too, offer children positive intimations of transcendent purposes. An- 
other transcendent purpose is the love of country and selfless dedication 
to it. In the case of a country that stands as a beacon of democracy and 
freedom, this is a noble sentiment. The common word for this sense of 
dedication is patriotism, a word that in recent times has not been wel- 
come in many educational settings; yet now, when decent societies are 
called on to combat the evils of international terror, patriotism of the 
loftiest sort must resume its rightful place as a noble source of inspiration 
for our young. In order to wholly fulfill their character education mis- 
sions, schools must open themselves to such sources of inspiration, 
becoming places where all students can discover their own moral call- 
ings and noble purposes. 



6. M. Yates and J. Youniss. The Roots of Civic Identity (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997). 
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ALTHOUGH THERE REMAIN 3 few slcirmishes here and there, the reports 
from the front lines are decisive: the battle over the question “Whose 
values?” has ended. For almost two decades this culture war has raged 
on, pitting a platoon of character educators, parents, and citizens against 
those (in schools and out) who are either highly suspicious or skeptical 
of the character education agenda. In the end, the primary stakeholders 
in our schools answered this thorny question for themselves: local ed- 
ucators, parents, and civic leaders came together in communities as 
diverse as Chattanooga and Chicago to reflect upon, identify, and affirm 
a set of core values. Even a cursory look at these lists reveals that moral 
principles such as honesty, compassion, and respect are the sorts of 
attributes that parents want their children to learn in school, practice 
every day, and cherish forever. With remarkable clarity and unity, 
schools and communities across the United States have put the “Whose 
values?” question behind them. 

Today the debate has shifted to an equally thorny question: “How 
should educators transmit these core values to our children?” I use the 
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idea of “transmission” purposefully, recognizing that the term has little 
contemporary currency, and for many conjures an extrinsic, cold ap- 
proach to learning that deflates the agency of the student in the learning 
process. I disagree with this conception of the term “transmission” and 
I am going to make the case in this chapter that transmitting moral 
knowledge and ideals is essential for the moral health of our American 
society. 

My sense is that we no longer use the term “transmission” because 
some fear it will lead us down a slippery slope to that most villainous of 
educational terms: indoctrination. Indeed, from Lawrence Kohlberg’s 
seminal article “Indoctrination Versus Relativity in Value Education” 
in 1971 to Alfie Kohn’s writings throughout the 1990s, scholars and 
progressive educators have worried that the real agenda of character 
education is to indoctrinate our children.* For example, in his 1997 Phi 
Delta Kappan article, Kohn writes: 

Let me get straight to the point. What goes by the name of character 
education nowadays is, for the most part, a collection of exhortations 
and extrinsic inducements designed to make children work harder 
and do what they’re told. Even when other values are promoted— 
caring or fairness, say— the preferred method of instruction is tanta- 
mount to indoctrination. (429, emphasis added). ^ 

Kohn is not alone in his sentiment. I do not believe I use hyperbole 
when I suggest that there remains a significant group of progressive 
educators and scholars who continue to fear that should the grip of 
character education ever take firm hold in our schools, our next gen- 
eration of children will become blindly obedient to authority, patriotic 
to a fault— and worst of all— pious and religious.^ 



1 . See Lawrence Kohlberg, “Indoctrination versus Relativity in Value Education,” 
Zygonu(1971):285-310. 

2. Alfie Kohn, “How Not to Discuss Character Education,” Phi Delta Kappan 
(1997): 429-39. 

3. See Michael Apple and James Beane, eds.. Democratic Schools (Alexandria, 
Va.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1995); James Beane, 
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In order to prevent our schools from taking that perilously short 
stroll from transmitting values to indoctrinating students, progressive 
educators suggest that sovereign moral autonomy ought to be the end- 
point of a moral education. Teachers should encourage young people 
to “author” their own moral constitutions. As Mark Tappan and Lynn 
Brown write: “In a very real sense students in a character education 
program are simply not encouraged to learn anything from their own 
moral experience, because such a program denies students any real 
moral authority in their own lives. In contrast to the perceived dog- 
matism of character education, Tappan and Brown suggest that teachers 
ought to provide opportunities for students to reflect upon and tell their 
own moral stories (through poems, essays, plays, videos, and so on). By 
doing so teachers would be helping their students to “resist and over- 
come social and cultural repression” as well as to develop morally. 
Tappan and Brown concede that this emphasis and focus is rare in 
schools, but argue that it “would be even more difficult,' if not impos- 
sible, to attain in an educational setting where all students are indoctri- 
nated into a fixed set of traditional values, virtues, and rules of conduct”^ 
(p. 199, emphasis added). 

Putting aside the inflammatory rhetoric of personal liberation, I 
glean from the writings of progressive educators that students should be 
honest and caring only when these values constitute their moral identity. 



Affect in the Curriculum (New York: Teachers College Press, 1990); Rheta DeVries and 
Betty Zan, Moral Classrooms, Moral Children: Creating a Constructivist Atmosphere in 
Early Education (New York: Teachers College Press, 1994); Deborah Meier, The Power 
of Their Ideas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995); Ceorge Noblit and Van O. Dempsey, The 
Social Construction of Virtue: The Moral Life of Schools (New York: State University of 
New York Press, 1996); David Purpel, The Moral and Spiritual Crisis in Education 
(New York: Bergin & Carvey, 1989); Cregory Smith, Public Schools That Work: Cre- 
ating Communi/y (New York: Routledge, 1993). 

4. Mark Tappan and Lynn Mikel Brown, “Stories Told and Lessons Learned: 
Toward a Narrative Approach to Moral Development and Moral Education,” Harvard 
Educational Review 59:2 (1989): 182-205. 
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This conception of moral identity focuses primarily on the authenticity 
of moral feelings and self-expression (“what feels good is good”). In 
addition, these educators repeatedly assert that something is terribly, 
terribly wrong if a student is honest or caring because these are the 
values that his or her parent, teacher, mentor, rabbi, or minister think 
important. The transmission of values from one generation to the next 
is dismissed by progressive educators as traditional or hegemonic or 
patriarchal in nature. In short, the moral umbilical cord must be severed 
cleanly and completely. Mikhael Bakhtin, a favorite theorist for many 
educational progressives, sums up this point of view when he writes: 
“[Ojne’s own voice, although born of another or dynamically stimulated 
by another, will sooner or later begin to liberate itself from the authority 
of the other discourses” (emphasis added).® 

As Alasdair MacIntyre would put it, this strident emphasis on at- 
taining moral autonomy, liberation, and transformation (at all costs) is 
a “grave, cultural loss.”^ It seems odd to me that to gain autonomy or to 
“own” your moral voice means having to liberate yourself from the 
sources of your core values — parents, mentors, religion, or mediating 
institutions such as Scouting and sports. Even John Dewey, whose 
philosophy of education remains an inspiration and ideal for many 
contemporary progressive educators, understood the need for transmis- 
sion of values. In his classic book Democracy and Education Dewey 
writes: “Society not only continues to exist by transmission, by com- 
munication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission” (emphasis 
added).® As Dewey suggests, the purpose of this chapter is to explore 
how vitally important it has been for each generation to transmit its 
moral wisdom to the next generation. 



6. See Mikhael Bakhtin. The Dialogic Imagination. C. Emerson and M. Holquist, 
trans. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981): 348. 

7. Alasdair MacIntyre, A/ter Virtue (South Bend, Ind.: University of Notre Dame 
Press, 1981). 

8. John Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 
1916): 4. 
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Below I argue that parents, teachers, and schools transmit core 
values to their children and students in a myriad of creative ways and 
contexts, and that this traditional form of character education often 
“sticks to the bones” of our children and young people whereas more 
progressive strategies may miss the mark. More specifically, I consider 
two classical forms of a character education that require a process of 
moral transmission. First, I examine how parents and educators transmit 
values to their young by using and reinforcing a set of maxims and wise 
sayings that have motivational and moral significance. Second, I ex- 
amine how educators transmit the values of honesty, trust, and integrity 
to older students through school-based honor codes. My purpose in 
examining these two traditional forms of moral education is to shed 
some light on their saliency and effectiveness in transmitting core values 
and ideals. I also explore how teaching maxims to children and imple- 
menting an honor code in high schools does or does not constitute a 
form of moral indoctrination. Finally, I anticipate and confront the 
question that I suspect concerns all progressive and character educators: 
Does transmitting moral maxims and the concept of honor to our young 
inhibit or impede their ability to develop their own sense of moral 
autonomy? 



Maxims to Live By 

For the past several years I have asked literally hundreds of people of 
all ages to share with me a maxim or “wise saying” that has been passed 
on to them. For example, my best friend told me that as he grew up his 
father said to him repeatedly “A job worth doing is a job worth doing 
well.” To this day, my friend still hears the voice of his dad as he 
approaches an important project. Indeed, while I wrote this chapter my 
twelve-year-old son, Tyler, told me about a maxim that he learned while 
talking to his friend, Chris. They were discussing how hard it would be 
for anyone to break the school record for the mile run. Chris turned to 
Tyler and said, “Maybe so, but winners never quit, and quitters never 
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win.” Not surprisingly, Chris told Tyler that his soccer coach uses that 
saying all the time. 

I define a maxim as a concise formulation of a fundamental prin- 
ciple or rule of conduct. Scholars have often commented that the appeal 
of these wise sayings owes much to their compact, memorable nature 
as well as to their usefulness and timelessness. Although some maxims 
contain a pronounced moral purpose (‘‘You are only as good as your 
word”), other maxims clearly do not (“Absence makes the heart grow 
fonder”). My own research focuses on how parents, family members, 
and teachers transmit wise sayings to children that have (potentially at 
least) moral and motivational power. 

Maxims constitute civilization’s “memory bank.” Humanity has 
preserved these wise sayings because they encapsulate a fundamental 
principle that transcends the conventions of a particular culture or 
society. The frozen word order and archaic lexicon of many maxims 
(“Do unto others as you would have them do unto you”) also mark their 
timeliness and sense of moral authority, which extend beyond the 
speaker. Indeed, maxims uncover the voice of a second party— the 
commanding voice of one’s elders, sages, or sacred ancestors. Conse- 
quently, whether maxims are seen as embodying universal truths or the 
norms of a society, they undeniably distill expressions of wisdom, or 
what Meider and colleagues call “apparent truths that have common 
currency” within a particular culture or society.*^ 

Young people usually encounter a maxim by hearing it from an- 
other person— often a parent, relative, or teacher— within a specific 
social situation. In most cases, the person speaking or transmitting the 
maxim is attempting to exhort, persuade, inspire, offer caution, or to 
make a point. How many of us, during childhood, have heard our 
mothers say to us and our squawking siblings, “Two wrongs do not make 
a right”? As young people, we discovered the meaning of this exhortation 

9. See S. Meider, S. A. Kingsbury, and K. B. Harder, A Dictionary of American 
Proverbs (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 
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by our mothers’ repeated use of the maxim. It is very likely that our 
mothers neither intentionally explained the meaning of the maxim, nor 
told us how they learned it, nor why it was so meaningful to them. 
Although the use of the maxim occurred mostly within the context of 
sibling conflict (“He hit me first!”), we eventually extended the meaning 
and use of this particular maxim to situations that had nothing to do 
with sibling rivalry. Today, we may even use the maxim in exactly the 
same context as our mothers did, now with our own children and 
grandchildren. 

A growing body of research indicates, interestingly, that some cul- 
tures emphasize the “proverb tradition” more than others. Strong evi- 
dence demonstrates that proverbs within the African-American culture 
have a long and distinguished history as important “cultural keepsakes.” 
Rarely taught to children in any formal context, these nuggets of truth 
are commonly discovered by the young while interacting with family 
and elders. In Prhalad’s splendid book, African-American Proverbs in 
Context, he recalls how he came to appreciate the power of this lin- 
guistic form: 

I fell in love with proverbs at an early age. I began collecting sayings 
from calendars and asking older people what they meant by some of 
the things that they said . . . [W]hen I was taken on walks through the 
woods and shown the beauty and mystery of plants, I might be told a 
proverb as a part of that experience. Or a story might be told about an 
enslaved ancestor who performed an incredible feat, with a proverb 
accompanying the narrative.'*’ 

Prhalad contends that adult-child interactions in general, and the in- 
home setting in particular, are the most fertile contexts for proverb and 
maxim use within the African-American community. Analyzing data 
from a number of sources, he concludes, “[W]hen informants are asked 



10. Anand Prhalad, African-American Proverbs in Context (Jackson: University Press 
of Mississippi, 1996): 122. 
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where they learned the proverbs that they use, most of their examples 
involve a parent using the proverb to them.” 

Much of Prhalad’s fieldwork focuses on individuals he calls “prov- 
erb masters.” His research indicates that these individuals share several 
characteristics: ( 1 ) they usually grew up in a home where there was a 
“proverb master,” often an older relative such as a grandmother, from 
whom they learned to interpret and apply proverbs; (2) they tend to 
have been and remain very emotionally connected with that person; 
and (3) they usually assume the position of bearer and active guardian 
of the African-American cultural tradition. Significantly, Prhalad posits 
that these men and women begin their “apprenticeship” early in life, 
imitating the proverbs of their parents and grandparents, and then shar- 
ing their wise sayings with other children on the playground. 

Prhalad also documents how children often hear and learn partic- 
ular maxims and wise sayings from their teachers. For example, Prhalad 
acquaints us with Mrs. Dorothy Bishop, who teaches at Golden Gate 
Elementary School in Oakland, Galifornia. During his fieldwork at the 
school, Prhalad was astonished at the number of times that Mrs. Bishop 
used different proverbs to motivate her students. In addition, anecdotal 
evidence indicates that teachers frequently use maxims in their class- 
rooms as devices to inspire (“Nothing ventured, nothing gained”), to 
caution (“What goes around comes around”), or to redirect the behavior 
of their students (“If you cannot saying something nice, say nothing”). 

In his recent memoir Teachers of My Youth, the distinguished 
philosopher of education, Israel Scheffler, reflects on the value one of 
his teachers placed on reciting and memorizing particular biblical pas- 
sages: 

In memorizing and reciting, we had used not only our eyes and ears 
but our vocal cords, not only our receptive apparatus but also our 
motor equipment— getting the feel of producing the words. [I]n be- 
coming ours, these words would occasionally arise in our minds spon- 
taneously; they would appear and sing freely, without waiting for an 
invitation. They still visit me to this day and I am grateful to Mr. 
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Leideker for having such a stress on what is now often scorned as an 
outmoded pedagogical procedure (emphasis added)." 

Clearly, reciting a maxim aloud repeatedly or writing it in a copybook 
are two time-honored memorization strategies used by generations of 
elders and teachers. Whether they are Prhalad's proverb masters or 
teachers such as Mr. Leideker, elders have historically borne the re- 
sponsibility to transmit these words of wisdom to their young. 

Let me state my point emphatically: While teachers should strive to 
have their students invest personal meaning in a wise saying, relying 
solely on affective or associative attachment to a set of maxims or proverbs 
without memorization strategies is ill-advised and shortsighted. Drill and 
practice are essential components of a successful performance, whether 
it is on the athletic field, in the concert hall, or in a civic-minded and 
ethical life. If isolated from other strategies that guide students to con- 
nect what they are memorizing to their own experiences, drill does kill. 
Memory research confirms that information is more quickly and firmly 
embedded in memory when it is tied to meaningful experience, emo- 
tion, and personal motivation. However, I suggest that character edu- 
cators should employ in their schools and classrooms the traditional 
method of challenging their students to memorize maxims and to de- 
velop creative strategies that help their students connect a particular 
maxim to their own experiences, feelings, and motivations. 

Let s assume a high school teacher wants her children to learn the 
Christopher Brothers-inspired proverb, “It is better to light a single 
candle than to curse the darkness.” Utilizing a number of strategies, she 
might guide her students to connect the meaning of the proverb to their 
own ethical experiences and moral identities. When have they stood 
up to confront a wrong or an injustice instead of simply turning the 
other way? She might also explain why this proverb is important to her 
(perhaps why she is a member of Amnesty International), or she might 

1 1 . Israel Scheffler, Teachers of My Youth: An American Jewish Experience (Boston: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1995): 98. 
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offer examples of historical and contemporary moral exemplars who 
have embodied the proverb (such as Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn or Mother 
Teresa). Finally, she should develop an assessment tool to determine 
whether her students have developed the ability to grasp the meaning 
and importance of the proverb. Her assessment, however, should also 
include whether her students have successfully memorized the proverb. 

Why is memorization of a maxim an important teaching outcome? 
I think E. D. Hirsch and his colleagues had it just right when they 
argued that there exists a cluster of maxims and proverbs that “every 
American needs to know.”*^ Just as stakeholders debated and eventually 
agreed on which core values should serve as guideposts for their char- 
acter education programs, my own view is that local communities and 
educators should discern which maxims are most critical or important 
for children to learn. The point I want to underscore is that educators 
and elders have a historical responsibility to intentionally transmit a set 
of cultural keepsakes to our young. Although approaches and curricula 
have changed dramatically, for several millennia elders have provided 
their young with an apprenticeship into responsible adulthood. The 
challenge for us today is to weave a character education that emphasizes 
personal meaning as well as the time-honored method of memorizing 
maxims that have moral and motivational power. 



12. E. D. Hirsch, J. Kelt, and J. Trefil, The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy: What 
Every American Needs to Know (New York: Dell Publishing, 1998). 
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to transmit the importance of working hard and setting goals. See Robert ColCsante 
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A Code of Honor to Live By 

Considerable anecdotal evidence suggests that today educators are 
struggling to find effective ways to transmit and inculcate a set of core 
values beyond the elementary school years. Clearly, most character 
education programs that emphasize core values are designed for K-6 
students. By the time students enter high school, what we commonly 
call character education has often been conflated or watered down to 
mean nothing more than the prevention of harmful behaviors: alcohol 
and drug prevention, violence prevention, pregnancy prevention. These 
prevention programs focus largely on what high school students should 
avoid and rarely (if at all) do these initiatives reinforce or emphasize 
the constellation of core values that served as ethical touchstones during 
the elementary school years. There are some glaring exceptions to this 
rule. In this chapter, I would like to focus on the few private high schools 
in the United States that have an honor code system that forms the 
moral center from which all other activities related to character edu- 
cation spiral out. Although none of these schools advertise or even 
suggest that their honor code serves as a panacea or prophylactic to the 
array of harmful behaviors highlighted above, they proudly defend their 
honor code system as one of the primary pedagogical vehicles by which 
school officials, older students, parents, and alumni transmit the insti- 
tution’s core values to new and returning students. 

At the postsecondary level, and largely through the efforts of the 
Center for Academic Integrity, a growing number of colleges and uni- 
versities are initiating campus-wide programs to identify a set of funda- 
mental values that underpin the standards of academic integrity. These 
core values include honesty, trust, respect, fairness, and responsibility. 
Recently, the Center has disseminated data collected by Donald 
McCabe and his colleagues showing that college campuses with aca- 
demic honor codes do indeed have lower levels of student dishonesty 
than schools with other sorts of initiatives designed to uphold the im- 
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portance of academic integrity.*”^ Taken together, the anecdotal and 
empirical evidence is compelling and clear: honor codes are effective in 
transmitting a set of core values to students. The question I explore below 
is why. 

What is an honor code? In high school settings only, at the most 
simplistic level, a school’s honor code is nothing but a cluster of words 
that explain a school’s policy related to honest and dishonest conduct. 
In most schools this policy is limited to academic work, while some 
honor codes may extend to all domains of personal and social respon- 
sibility. Whether a high school student reads about the code in the 
school handbook, learns about it during the admission or orientation 
process, or hears about it from faculty or fellow students, for most new 
students the honor code is likely to represent (at least in the beginning) 
nothing more than an official injunction against lying, stealing, or 
cheating related to academic work. Most administrators and faculty 
involved in honor education agree that personal interactions and ex- 
periences with the concept of honor is almost always required before 
new students begin to feel a sense of personal ownership related to the 
school’s honor code. 

There are several discrete approaches by which an honor code 
system is transmitted to students. For example, on some campuses a 
school’s honor code has a strong tradition or history, and this story is 
transmitted to new students in a wide variety of ways— from historical 
narratives in the student handbook and school website to personal 
narratives during convocation where an administrator, faculty member, 
current student, or recent alumnus exhorts the students to uphold the 
“[fill in school’s name] honor system.” Almost all schools (both second- 
ary and postsecondary) hold a ceremony or honor convocation at the 
beginning of the academic year where the school formally asks each 
student to take an oath (either in writing or verbally) stating that he or 

14. See Donald McCabe and Patrick Drinan, “Towards a Culture of Academic 
Integrity,” The Chronicle of Higher Education (October 15, 1999): B7. 
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she will live by the fundamental values embodied in the honor system. 
When a strong honor system is in place, the honor code is reinforced 
and upheld by faculty members throughout the academic year. 

Perhaps most important are the interactions of newer students with 
student leaders, who serve as the strongest defenders and advocates for 
the honor system. In many cases, these student leaders have the primary 
responsibility to educate the entire student body about the honor code 
system. Educators often remark that the depth of commitment that 
these students express and model in relation to the values of the honor 
code is critical in helping other students to understand that the honor 
system is not a cold structure but a “felt ideal.” Perhaps the motto of 
the cadets who serve on the honor code committee at West Point says 
it all: “The more we educate, the less we investigate.” 

Finally, there are some students who come before the honor board 
or council itself, having been accused or found in violation of the honor 
system. In the publication A Handbook for Developing and Sustaining 
Honor Codes by David Gould (which focuses solely on honor systems 
at the high school level), a student from Saint Andrew’s High School, 
Boca Raton, Florida, offers his own unique perspective on what is 
learned when a student appears before a school’s honor council: 

The experience of being brought before the honor board is far more 
powerful than that of being brought before the dean of students, for 
example. Here, a student must not only face his or her bad decisions, 
but he or she must also do so in front of a panel of peers. Having never 
come before the Saint Andrew’s honor board, I do not know the range 
of feelings that might surface during a hearing, but as a member of 
the honor board, I can infer from students brought before the board 
that shame might be a predominant emotion. A group of peers, some 
of whom might be in this student’s classes, have said that what he or 
she did was wrong and his or her actions did not meet the expectations 
of the student body. The power of such an experience should not be 
underestimated. I have known or heard of several students who, as 
ninth or tenth graders, were brought before the honor board and who 
subsequently become so dedicated to honor that, as eleventh or twelfth 
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graders, they were chosen by faculty and students to join the honor 
board (emphasis added).'’ 

The student’s use of the term “shame” is critical here. The concept of 
honor, and how the ideal of honor is transmitted, cannot be fully 
understood or operationalized unless we understand the relationship 
between honor and shame. Damon has written that shame is a moral 
emotion that can form and shape our hearts and minds. This sort of 
shame is not toxic, certainly not in the way that shame is talked about 
most of the time' in our contemporary culture. Instead, the avoidance 
of shame is often a powerful and positive moral motivator.'’ 

The Greeks knew this well. Aidos, a term common to Greek plays 
and philosophy, denotes sensitivity to and protectiveness of one’s self 
image. This moral emotion is not just a bodily sensation such as fear or 
anger; instead, aidos is an intense negative appraisal of the self The 
moral emotion of aidos is felt when an individual believes he or she has 
committed a wrong.'® 

Within the context of classical Greek society, several components 
needed to be in place for a person to feel ashamed. First, there needs 
to be an audience. Unlike the feelings of guilt or embarrassment, feel- 
ings of honor and shame are inextricably bound up with a respected 
group of people. The etymology of the term “honor” clearly illustrates 
this reciprocal relationship. The term comes from the Latin honos, 
meaning an honor (such as receiving an honorary degree) awarded to 



1 5. David Gould, A Handbook for Developing and Sustaining HonorCodes (Atlanta: 
Council for Spiritual and Ethical Education, 1999): 55. 

16. William Damon, The Moral Child (New York: Free Press, 1988). 
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context. In addition, honor and shame have historically meant something quite different 
for men and women. For a feminist analysis of shame, see Barbara Eurich-Roscoe and 
Hendrika Kemp, Femininity and Shame: Women, Men, and Giving Voice to the Femi- 
nine (New York: University Press of America, 1997). 
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someone. Thus, the concept of honor historically was not something 
you have, but something given to you (by those you respect and whose 
respect you seek). For example, in Richard II Shakespeare writes, “Mine 
honor is my life. Take honor from me and my life is done.” At their 
fundamental core, the concepts of honor and shame are bound up with 
our obligations to others and our concern for the opinion of others. 

Second, in Greek culture the emotion of shame emerges only when 
an individual has fallen short of a moral ideal that establishes what kind 
of person an individual is or would like to be. This is an important point 
to reinforce. Greek society placed great emphasis on the “excellences 
of persons” and on striving to attain such excellence in the right way, at 
the right time, for the right reasons. Thus, shame occurs only when an 
individual has strong desires to be a particular kind of person— and fails. 
Perhaps this may explain why a person of honor does what is right even 
in the absence of potential sanctions or the possibility of getting caught. 

Last, Greek society emphasized education as essential to honor. 
The elders knew that educating their young to have right desires was 
far more important than legislating laws and sanctions. For the Greeks 
(as well as for those in contemporary times), there are three time-tested 
methods used by educators to effectively transmit a moral standard of 
honor against which an individual or school wishes to be measured; (1) 
the ideal of honor needs to be clearly established, reinforced, and de- 
fended; (2) fundamental values of honor must be consistently modeled 
by teachers and elders; (3) ample opportunities for the young to practice 
(and eventually habituate) the values linked with the ideal of honor 
must be provided. 

What is most important to recognize in terms of moral development 
theory is that a person’s attachment to the ideal of honor is both a 
cognitive and affective achievement. Aristotle calls this state hexeis, a 
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settled disposition that is long-lasting and therefore hard to change. 
That is, individuals who have internalized the virtues of honor (perhaps 
student leaders of the honor system) choose to uphold the honor code 
not because they fear being shamed or disgraced by their peers, but 
because they have acquired a personal, often emotional and visceral, 
revulsion against dishonest actions. This may help us better to under- 
stand the meaning of the phrase “for the love of honor.” Even individ- 
uals who are less emotionally attached to the concept of honor have a 
set of sturdy cognitive hooks to grab. They may realize that they can 
never be proud of anything they got by cheating, or they may reason 
that cheating is unfair to all people, or perhaps they comprehend that 
a person who cheats in school now will find it easier to cheat in other 
situations later in life, perhaps even in one’s closest personal relation- 
ships. 

I am aware that the portrait I have painted of Greek moral culture 
and the significance of honor and shame in that society is a historical 
ideal, and must be viewed against today’s society, youth culture, and 
educational priorities. Indeed, there are real questions (even compelling 
statistics) about whether kids can “police” themselves in a contemporary 
culture where the dominant student code appears to be “thou shall not 
judge others.” Data also suggest that students cheat to please their 
parents and to maintain (at all costs) a successful image. There is con- 
siderable data to suggest that teachers simply look the other way. All 
these factors challenge administrators, teachers, and students commit- 
ted to implementing and sustaining an honor system at their schools.^* 

Let me emphasize that even when educators recognize that there 
has never been a honor system that works perfectly all the time (or 
always for the right reasons), instituting an honor code system in high 
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schools and colleges is anything but a form of indoctrination. An honor 
system impels, prompts, and motivates students to reflect on what it 
means to live in a community that affirms and defends a set of ideals 
related to honor and integrity. In this way, high schools that implement 
and reinforce an honor system are laboratories of moral learning, and 
student fidelity to the school’s honor code is a powerful voice that 
counters society’s prevailing perception that all of us are unencum- 
bered, morally free agents. The moment students begin to care about 
upholding the honor system, they can no longer make whatever deci- 
sions they want. They cannot be moved by mere impulse or inclination. 
The fundamental values that constitute the ideal of honor not only limit 
their freedom but guide their moral actions. Establishing and sustaining 
an honor code system is a powerful way to transmit a set of values and 
ideals that extend beyond a shallow and brutish conception of ethical 
behavior summed up as, “You stay out of my business and I will stay 
out of yours.” 



Conclusion 

This chapter had three objectives. First, I sought to examine how par- 
ents, teachers, and schools use maxims to transmit core values to young 
children and how honor codes transmit the values of honor to high- 
school students. Second, I wanted to explore whether these traditional 
character education approaches constituted a form of moral indoctri- 
nation. Last, I hoped to shed some light on whether the use of maxims 
and honor systems inhibits or impedes a young person’s ability to de- 
velop his or her own moral autonomy. 

We need only look at Nazi Germany or Mao’s China to agree with 
progressive educators that indoctrination has reared its ugly head in the 
twentieth century. Specifically, scholars have determined that indoctri- 
nation occurs in schools and classrooms when: (1) the intention of a 
teacher or school is to make students believe in something despite the 
evidence; (2) the teaching methods are coercive or clearly inappropri- 
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ate; (3) the content consists of prescribed doctrines and ideologies and 
everything else is strictly prohibited; and (4) the consequence of the 
education results in a closed, intolerant mind.^^ 

My position is that the use of maxims and honor codes in our schools 
doesn’t even come close to the threshold of indoctrination. I urge all 
progressive educators to stop using the term “indoctrination” when 
describing the objectives of character education. The term is an affront 
to the thousands of people— men and women, liberal and conservative, 
of all ethnicities and religions— who care deeply that American society, 
specifically our young people, may be experiencing moral vertigo. In- 
stead, these educators should feel free to use the term “transmission.” 
Character educators desperately want to transmit core values to our 
students. We are trying our best to pass on a substantial ethical endow- 
ment to our children. Even John Dewey emphasizes that this is the 
solemn responsibility of each generation. He writes: 

The things in civilization we most prize are not of ourselves. They 
exist by grace of the doings and sufferings of the continuous human 
community in which we are a link. Ours is the responsibility of con- 
serving, transmitting, rectifying and expanding the heritage of values 
we have received that those who come after us may receive it more 
solid and secure, more widely accessible and more generously shared 
than we have received it (emphasis added). 

We must recognize, however, that there are real differences between 
progressive and character educators on what is meant by the term “moral 
autonomy.” Among character educators, there is a prevailing sentiment 
that progressive educators want to encourage every young person to 
metaphorically climb his or her own Mt. Sinai and return with tablets 
on which he or she has written what is good and what is moral for him 
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or her alone. Moreover, the authors of these personalized tablets should 
feel free to amend them at any time, for any reason. 

Progressive educators, on the other hand, perceive that character 
educators want to impose a moral education that begins and ends with 
the Ten Commandments. Here is the fundamental fault line today— a 
battle between David (the radically emancipated self) and Goliath (the 
wisdom of the past). 

Where can we begin to bridge this gap? It might be helpful, in a 
spirit of humility, to initiate a dialogue that explores more deeply De- 
wey's call to conserve, transmit, rectify and expand the heritage of values. 
Many of us would agree that character educators seem to emphasize — 
both in rhetoric and practice— the strategies of conserving and trans- 
mitting, whereas progressive educators largely seek to rectify and expand 
our common constellation of values. Would it also be interesting to 
listen to character educators describe how they make sense of Dewey’s 
call to expand and rectify our heritage of values, and learn the ways in 
which progressive educators do try to conserve and transmit values? 
How might a discussion on child development theories draw us closer 
to consensus on some of these essential questions? Would it be helpful 
to address the perception of progressive educators that character edu- 
cation seeks to emphasize a small cluster of core values such as obedi- 
ence, punctuality, regularity, silence, and industry?^^ These are all crit- 
ical questions. 

Foremost, we should all strive to be more attentive to the terms we 
use to describe the moral development. For example, using the term 
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“integration” instead of “autonomy” or “internalization” might better 
enable us to understand that moral development includes integrating 
motivational and emotional systems with a set of moral values and ideals 
transmitted to us. “Integration” also suggests that this process of moral 
development is fragile, ongoing, and demands constant attention, in- 
stead of something that is sudden and dramatic (such as Paul’s conver- 
sion experience on the road to Damascus). Moreover, the term suggests 
sensitivity to how unlikely it is that any of us are fully sovereign, radically 
autonomous moral beings. As Gus Blasi writes: “It is possible that the 
integration of moral understanding and motivation is not achieved at 
approximately the same age for the whole body of moral norms and 
virtues, but must be worked out separately for different issues” (emphasis 
added).^^ In other words, my best friend will always hear his father’s 
voice telling him that “a job worth doing is a job worth doing well.” 
Why is this voice any less authentic than his own? 

There is also much work ahead for the field of character education. 
I agree with progressive educators that the language of moral energy 
and moral feeling, or what Carol Gilligan calls “felt knowledge,” is too 
often absent from character education literature and programs.^® Young 
people have a strong desire to know the world rather than simply get 
along with it. Our emotions are a critical component of the moral life, 
and without them our moral lives would be flat and empty. None of us 
are pure Kantians who live by duty alone. Emotions anchor our moral 
lives, and to sever this connection is to weaken the motivational springs 
of moral behavior. As I have said above, whether it is the use of maxims 
or upholding an honor code, our moral actions often flow from our 
attachment, commitment, and desire to a set of moral ideals. Character 
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educators must find a way to more robustly integrate the fuel of emotion 
as a fundamental component of their programs and activities. 

Here is where my own favorite maxim might help to bring these 
two educational perspectives together. The philosopher Charles Taylor 
once suggested that strong convictions require strong sources}’^ In other 
words, our convictions are forged within the crucible of personal ex- 
perience and from the wisdom transmitted to us by family members, 
our religious tradition, our school traditions, and life lessons learned 
from a significant teacher or mentor. Unfortunately, these later sources 
of wisdom are too frequently neglected or overlooked, even in character 
education programs. Thus, the challenge for the next generation of 
character educators is to develop a pedagogy that inspires young people 
to integrate these sources of wisdom with their own moral experiences. 
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RomanticisTn is always valuable as a protest. But another sort of 
trouble starts when romantics themselves get into positions of au- 
thority and demand that children shall scamper around being ‘cre- 
ative’ and spontaneously ‘discovering’ what it has taken civilized man 
centuries to understand.^ 

—Professor Richard Peters 
Philosopher of Education, Oxford 



HANNAH ARENDT IS Said to have remarked that every year civilization 
is invaded by the millions of tiny barbarians: they are called children. 
All cultures try to civilize the invaders by educating them and inculcat- 
ing a sense of right and wrong. Ours, however, may be the first to 
question the propriety of doing so. What happens when democratic 
societies deprive children of the moral knowledge that took civilized 
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man centuries to understand? What happens when educators celebrate 
children’s creativity and innate goodness but abandon the ancestral 
responsibility to discipline, train, and civilize them? Unfortunately, we 
know the answer: we are just emerging from a thirty-year laissez-aller 
experiment in moral deregulation. 

In the fall of 1996, I took part in a televised ethics program billed 
as a Socratic dialogue. For an hour, I joined another ethics professor, a 
history teacher, and seven high school students in a discussion of moral 
dilemmas. The program, “Ethical Choices: Individual Voices,” was 
shown on public television and is now circulated to high schools for 
use in classroom discussions of right and wrong.^ Its message still trou- 
bles me. 

In one typical exchange, the moderator, Stanford law professor Kim 
Taylor-Thompson, posed this dilemma to the students. Your teacher 
has unexpectedly assigned you a five-page paper. You have only a few 
days to do it, and you are already overwhelmed with work. Would it be 
Wrong to hand in someone else’s paper? Two of the students found the 
suggestion unthinkable and spoke about responsibility, honor, and prin- 
ciple. “I wouldn’t do it. It is a matter of integrity,” said Elizabeth. “It’s 
dishonest,” said Erin. Two others saw nothing wrong with cheating. 
Eleventh-grader Joseph flatly said, “If you have the opportunity, you 
should use it.” Eric concurred. “I would use the paper and offer it to 
my friends.” 

I have taught moral philosophy to college freshmen for more than 
fifteen years, so I was not surprised to find students on the PBS program 
defending cheating. There are some in every class, playing devil’s ad- 
vocate with an open admiration for the devil’s position. That evening, 
in our PBS Socratic dialogue, I expected at least to have a professional 
ally in the other philosophy teacher, who surely would join me in 
making the case for honesty. Instead, the professor defected. He told 
the students that in this situation, it was the teacher who was immoral 
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for having given the students such a burdensome assignment and was 
disappointed in us for not seeing it his way. “What disturbs me,” he 
said, “is how accepting you all seem to be of this assignment ... to me 
it’s outrageous from the point of view of learning to force you to write 
a paper in this short a time.” 

Through most of the session the professor focused on the hypocrisy 
of parents, teachers, and corporations, but had little to say about the 
moral obligations of the students. When we discussed the immorality 
of shoplifting, he implied that stores are in the wrong for their pricing 
policies and he talked about “corporations deciding on a twelve percent 
profit margin . . . and perhaps sweatshops.” The professor was friendly 
and, to all appearances, well-meaning. Perhaps his goal was to empower 
students to question authority and rules. That, however, is something 
contemporary adolescents already know how to do. Too often, we teach 
students to question principles before they even vaguely understand 
them. In this case, the professor advised high school students to question 
moral teachings and rules of behavior that are critical to their well- 
being. 

The professor’s hands-off style has been fashionable in the public 
schools for thirty years. It has gone under various names such as values 
clarification, situation ethics, and self-esteem guidance. These so-called 
value-free approaches to ethics have flourished at a time when many 
parents fail to give children basic guidance in right and wrong. The 
story of why so many children are being deprived of elementary moral 
training encompasses three or four decades of misguided reforms by 
educators, parents, and judges has yet to be entirely told. Reduced to 
its philosophical essentials, it is the story of the triumph of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau over Aristotle. 



Aristotle vs. Rousseau 

Some 2,300 years ago Aristotle laid down what children need: clear 
guidance on how to be moral human beings. What Aristotle advocates 



26 Christina Hoff Sommers 



became the default model for moral education over the centuries. He 
shows parents and teachers how to civilize the invading hordes of child 
barbarians. It is only recently that many educators have begun to deni- 
grate his teachings. Aristotle regards children as wayward, uncivilized, 
and very much in need of discipline. The early Christian philosopher, 
St. Augustine, went further, regarding the child’s refractory nature as a 
manifestation of the original sin committed by Adam and Eve when 
they rebelled against the dictates of God. Each philosopher, in his way, 
regards perversity as a universal feature of human nature. Aristotle com- 
pares moral education to physical training. Just as we become strong 
and skillful by doing things that require strength and skill, so, he says, 
do we become good by practicing goodness. Ethical education, as he 
understands it, is training in emotional control and disciplined behav- 
ior. Habituation to right behavior comes before an appreciation or 
understanding of why we should be good. He advocated first socializing 
children by inculcating habits of decency, using suitable punishments 
and rewards to discipline them to behave well. Eventually they under- 
stand the reasons and advantages of being moral human beings. 

Far from giving priority to the free expression of emotion, Aristotle 
(and Plato) teaches that moral development is achieved by educating 
children to modulate their emotions. For Aristotle, self-awareness 
means being aware of and avoiding behaviors that reason proscribes but 
emotion dictates. “We must notice the errors into which we ourselves 
are liable to fall (because we all have different tendencies) . . . and then 
we must drag ourselves in the contrary direction.”^ Children with good 
moral habits gain control over the intemperate side of their natures and 
grow into free and flourishing human beings. 

The moral virtues ... are engendered in us neither by nor contrary 

to nature; we are constituted by nature to receive them, but their full 

development is due to habit .... So it is a matter of no little importance 
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what sort of habits we form from the earliest age— it makes a vast 
difference, or rather all the difference in the world.“^ 

Aristotle’s general principles for raising moral children were un- 
questioned through most of Western history; even today his teachings 
represent common-sense opinion about child rearing, but in the eigh- 
teenth century, the Aristotle’s wisdom was directly challenged by the 
theories of the enlightenment philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau. 
Rousseau denies that children are bom wayward (originally sinful), 
insisting instead that children are, by nature, noble, virtuous beings who 
are corrupted by an intrusive socialization. The untutored child is spon- 
taneously good and graceful. “When I picture to myself a boy of ten or 
twelve, healthy, strong and well-built for his age, only pleasant thoughts 
arise .... I see him bright, eager, vigorous, care-free, completely 
absorbed in the present, rejoicing in abounding vitality.”^ 

According to Rousseau “the first education should be purely nega- 
tive. ... It consists not in teaching virtue or truth, but in preserving the 
heart from vice and the mind from error.”® He rejects the traditional 
notion that moral education in the early stages must habituate the child 
to virtuous behavior: 

The only habit a child should be allowed to acquire is to contract 
none. . . . Prepare in good time for the reign of freedom and the 
exercise of his powers, but allowing his body its natural habits and 
accustoming him always to be his own master and follow the dictates 
of his will as soon as he has a will of his own.^ 
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Contrary to the received view, Rousseau believes the child’s nature 
is originally good and free of sin. As he sees it, a proper education 
provides the soil for the flourishing of the child’s inherently good nature, 
bringing it forth unspoiled and fully effective. In his view, the goal of 
moral education is defeated when an external code is imposed on 
children. Rousseau is modern in his distrust of socially ordained morals 
as well as in his belief that the best education elicits the child’s own 
authentic (benevolent) nature. Rousseau emphatically rejects the 
Christian doctrine that human beings are innately rebellious and nat- 
urally sinful: 

Let us lay it down as an incontestable principle that the first impulses 
of nature are always right. There is no original perversity in the human 
heart.® 

Although Rousseau is against instilling moral habits in a free and noble 
being, he allows that the child’s development requires guidance and 
encouragement to elicit its own good nature. He urges parents and 
tutors to put the child’s “kindly feelings into action.”^ 

Christian and classical pagan thinkers are convinced that far more 
is needed. They insist that virtue cannot be attained without a directive 
moral training that habituates the child to virtuous behavior. Saint 
Augustine and the orthodox Christian thinkers are especially pessimistic 
about the efficacy of putting kindly feelings into action. According to 
Augustine, not even the most disciplined moral education guarantees 
a virtuous child: education without divine help (grace) is insufficient. 
By contrast, not only do Rousseau’s followers deny the Augustinian 
doctrine that our natures are originally sinful and rebellious— they 
further regard directive moral education as an assault on the child’s 
right to develop freely. 

There is much to admire in Rousseau. He argued for humane child 
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rearing at a time when cruel rigidity was the norm. Though his criticisms 
of the educational practices of his day are valid, his own recommen- 
dations have simply not proved workable. It is, perhaps, worth noting 
that he did not apply his fine theories to his own life and was altogether 
irresponsible in dealing with his own children.'*^ His theories, too, are 
marred by inconsistencies. On the one hand, he is firmly against instill- 
ing habits in a child; on the other, he dispenses a lot of sound Aristotelian 
advice to parents for habituating their children to the classical virtues: 
“Keep your pupil occupied with all the good deeds.” 

Despite his celebration of freedom, even Rousseau would be ap- 
palled by the permissiveness we see so much of today. “The surest way 
to make your child unhappy,” he wrote, “is to accustom him to get 
everything he wants.”" All the same, Rousseau parted company with 
the traditionalists on the crucial question of human nature. For better 
or worse, Rousseau’s followers ignored his Aristotelian side and devel- 
oped the progressive elements of his educational philosophy. 

Though we wish to believe him, Rousseau’s rosy picture of the child 
fails to convince. In Emile, Rousseau States that although children may 
do bad deeds, a child can never be said to be bad “because wrong action 
depends on harmful intention and that he will never have.”" This flies 
in the face of common experience. Most parents and teachers will tell 
you that children often have harmful intentions. In perhaps the most 
famous description of children’s “harmful intentions,” Saint Augustine, 
in his Confessions, describes his boyhood pleasure in doing wrong— 
simply for the joy of flouting prohibitions. Some parents and teachers 
might indeed find Augustine’s description of children’s unruly nature 
understated and some will find Golding’s Lord of the Flies an even more 
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telling description of what children are naturally like than that of Au- 
gustine’s wayward boyhood friends. 

Rousseau powerfully dominates the thinking of the theorists whose 
influence pervades modern schools of education. In pedagogy, Rous- 
seau’s views inspired the progressive movement in education, which 
turned away from rote teaching and sought methods to free the child’s 
creativity. Rousseau’s ideas are also deployed to discredit the traditional 
directive style of moral education associated with Aristotelian ethical 
theory and Judeo-Christian religion and practice. 

Value-Free Kids 

The directive style of education, denigrated as indoctrination, was cast 
aside in the second half of the twentieth century and discontinued as 
the progressive style became dominant. By the seventies, character 
education had been effectively discredited and virtually abandoned in 
practice. 

In 1970, Theodore Sizer, then dean of the Harvard School of Ed- 
ucation, coedited with his wife, Nancy, a collection of ethics lectures 
entitled Moral Education.^^ The preface set the tone by condemning 
the morality of the Christian gentleman, the American prairie, the 
McGuffey Readers, and the hypocrisy of teachers who tolerate a grading 
system that is the “terror of the young.”''^ The Sizers were especially 
critical of the “crude and philosophically simpleminded sermonizing 
tradition” of the nineteenth century. They referred to directive ethics 
education in all its guises as the old morality. According to the Sizers, 
leading moralists agree that that kind of morality “can and should be 
scrapped.” The Sizers favored a new morality that gives primacy to 
students’ autonomy and independence. Teachers should never preach 
or attempt to inculcate virtue; rather, through their actions, they should 



13. Nancy F. and Theodore R. Sizer, eds. Moral Education: Five Lectures. 
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demonstrate a fierce commitment to social justice. In part, that means 
democratizing the classroom; “Teacher and children can learn about 
morality from each other.”*^ 

The Sizers preached a doctrine already practiced in many schools 
throughout the country. Schools were scrapping the old morality in 
favor of alternatives that gave primacy to the children’s moral autonomy. 
Values clarification was popular in the seventies and its proponents 
consider it inappropriate for a teacher to encourage students, however 
indirectly, to adopt the values of the teacher or the community. The 
cardinal sin is to impose values on the student. Instead, the teacher’s 
job is to help the students discover their own values. In Readings in 
Values Clarification, two of the leaders of the movement, Sidney Simon 
and Howard Kirschenbaum, explain what is wrong with traditional 
ethics education: 

We call this approach “moralizing,” although it has also been known 
as inculcation, imposition, indoctrination, and in its most extreme 
form, “brainwashing.”'^ 

Lawrence Kohlberg, a Harvard moral psychologist, developed cog- 
nitive moral development, a second favored approach. Kohlberg shared 
the Sizers’ low opinion of traditional morality, referring disdainfully to 
the “old bags of virtues” that earlier educators had sought to inculcate.'^ 
Kohlbergian teachers were more traditional than the proponents of 
values clarification. They sought to promote a Kantian awareness of 
duty and responsibility in students. Kohlberg was traditional in his 
opposition to the moral relativism that many progressive educators 
found congenial; all the same, Kohlbergians shared with other progres- 
sives a scorn for any form of top-down inculcation of moral principles. 

15. Ibid., 4. 

16. Sidney Simon and Howard Kirschenbaum, Readings in Values Clarification 
(Minneapolis, Minn.: Winston Press, 1973): 18. 

17. See, for example, Lawrence Kohlberg, “The Cognitive-Developmental Ap- 
proach,” Phi Delta Kappan (June 1975): 670-75. 
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They too believed in student-centered teaching, where the teacher acts 
less as a guide than as a facilitator of the student’s development. 

Kohlberg himself later changed his mind and conceded that his 
rejection of indoctrinative moral education had been a mistake.*® His 
admirable recantation had little effect. The next fashion in progressive 
pedagogy, student-centered learning, was soon to leave the Kohlber- 
gians and the values clarifiers far behind. By the late eighties, self-esteem 
education had become all the rage. Ethics was superseded by attention 
to the child’s personal sense of well-being: the school’s primary aim was 
to teach children to prize their rights and self-worth. In the old days, 
teachers asked seventh graders to write about “The Person I Admire 
Most.” But in today’s child-centered curriculum, they ask children to 
write essays celebrating themselves. In one popular middle school En- 
glish text, an assignment called “The Nobel Prize for Being You” in- 
forms students that they are “wonderful” and “amazing” and instructs 
them to: 

Create two documents in connection with your Nobel Prize. Let the 
first document be a nomination letter written by the person who knows 
you best. Let the second be the script for your acceptance speech, 
which you will give at the annual award ceremony in Stockholm, 
Sweden.'^ 



18. See Lawrence Kohlberg, “Moral Education Reappraised,” The Humanist (No- 
vember/December 1978): 14-15. Kohlberg, renouncing his earlier position, said: 

Some years of active involvement with the practice of moral education . . . has led 
me to realize that my notion . . . was mistaken . . . The educator must be a socializer, 
teaching value content and behavior and not [merely] ... a process-facilitator of 
development ... 1 no longer hold these negative views of indoctrinative moral education 
and 1 [now] believe that the concepts guiding moral education must be partly ‘indoc- 
trinative.' This is true, by necessity, in a world in which children engage in stealing, 
cheating and aggression.” 

19. Write Source 2000 Sourcebook (Wilmington, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1995): 
217. 
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For extra credit, students can award themselves a trophy “that is espe- 
cially designed for you and no one else.” 

Through most of human history, children learned about virtue and 
honor by hearing or reading the inspiring stories of great men and 
women. By the 1990s, this practice, which many educators regarded as 
too directive, was giving way to practices that suggested to students that 
they were their own best guides in life. This turn to the autonomous 
subject as the ultimate moral authority is a notable consequence of the 
triumph of the progressive style over traditional directive methods of 
education. 

It’s hard to see how the Harvard theorists who urged teachers to 
jettison the “crude and philosophically simpleminded sermonizing tra- 
dition of the nineteenth century” could defend the crude egoism that 
has replaced it. Apart from the philosophical niceties, there are concrete 
behavioral consequences. The moral deregulation that the New En- 
gland educators required took hold in the very decades that saw a rise 
in conduct disorders among children in the nation’s schools. No doubt 
much, perhaps most, of this trend can be ascribed to the large social 
changes that weakened family and community, but some of the blame 
can be laid at the doors of all the well-intentioned professors who helped 
undermine the schools’ traditional mission of morally edifying their 
pupils. 

Few thinkers have written about individual autonomy with greater 
passion and good sense than the nineteenth-century philosopher John 
Stuart Mill. Mill clearly is talking about adults. “We are not speaking 
of children,” he says in On Liberty “Nobody denies that people should 
be so taught and trained in youth as to know and benefit by the ascer- 
tained results of human experience.” Mill could not foresee the advent 
of thinkers like the Sizers and the values clarification ists who glibly 
recommended scrapping the old morality. 



20. John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (Chicago: Regnery Press, 1955): 14. 
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Where the Reformers Go Wrong 

Progressive educators who follow Rousseau are at pains to preserve the 
child’s autonomy. They frown on old-fashioned moralizing, preaching, 
and threats of punishment, regard such methods as coercive, and believe 
instead that children should discover for themselves, by their own ra- 
tional faculties, which actions are moral. This laissez-aller policy aban- 
dons children to their fate. The purpose of moral education is not to 
preserve our children’s autonomy, but to develop the character they 
will rely on as adults. As Aristotle persuasively argues, children who 
have been helped to develop good moral habits will find it easier to 
become autonomous adults. Conversely, children who have been left 
to their own devices will founder. 

Those who oppose directive moral education often call it a form of 
brainwashing or indoctrination. That is sheer confusion. When you 
brainwash people, you undermine their autonomy, their rational self- 
mastery. You diminish their freedom. But when you educate children 
to be competent, self-controlled and morally responsible, you increase 
their freedom and enlarge their humanity. The Greeks and Romans 
understood this very well. So did the great scholastic and enlightenment 
thinkers. Indeed, a first principle of every great religion and high civi- 
lization is to know what is right and act on it. This is the highest 
expression of freedom and personal autonomy. To suggest that we place 
more emphasis on instilling a sense of responsibility and civility than 
on alerting children to their civil and personal rights under law may 
sound quaint, quixotic, or even reactionary but is practical and achiev- 
able. Despite appearances to the contrary, most children respect civility 
and good manners. If their own manners are wanting, it is because so 
little is expected of them. 

Common sense, convention, tradition, and even modern social 
science^' research all converge in support of the Aristotelian tradition 

2 1 . See, for example, Laurence Steinberg in Beyond the Classroom: Why School 
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of directive character education. Children need standards, they need 
clear guidelines, they need adults in their lives who are understanding 
but firmly insistent on responsible behavior, but a resolute adherence 
to standards has been out of fashion in education circles for more than 
thirty years. An Aristotelian education is still the child’s best bet. Unfor- 
tunately, our era has been characterized by the ascendancy of Rousseau 
and a decided antipathy toward the directive inculcation of the virtues. 



Two Badly Socialized Boys 

In April 1999, the massacre at Columbine High School shocked an 
uncomprehending nation by its cold brutality. It was the seventh school 
shooting in less than two years. This time, more than ever, the public’s 
need to make sense of such tragedies was palpable. How could it hap- 
pen? The usual explanations made little sense. Poverty? Eric Harris and 
Dylan Klebold were not poor. Easy access to weapons? True, but young 
men, especially in the West, have always had access to guns. Divorce? 
Both boys’ families were intact. A nation of emotionally repressed boys? 
Boys were much the same back in the fifties and sixties when nobody 
shot up schoolmates. And why American boys? 

Asking, Why now? and. Why here? puts us on the track of what is 
missing in the American way of socializing children that was present in 
the recent past. To find answers, we need to attend to the views of the 
progressive-education theorists who advocated abandoning the tradi- 
tional mission of indoctrinating children in the “old morality” and 
persuaded the American educational establishment to adopt instead the 
romantic moral pedagogy of Rousseau. Teachers and parents who em- 
braced this view badly underestimated the potential barbarism of chil- 
dren who are not given a directive moral education. It is not likely that 
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a single ethics course would have been enough to stop boys like Harris 
and Klebold from murdering classmates. On the other hand, a K-12 
curriculum infused with moral content might have created a climate 
that would make a massacre unthinkable. For such a depraved and 
immoral act was indeed unthinkable in the simpleminded days before 
the schools cast aside their mission of moral edification. An insistence 
on character education might have diminished the derisive mistreat- 
ment at the hands of more popular students suffered by the perpetrators, 
which apparently was one incitement for their gruesome actions. 

Teachers, too, would have acted differently. Had K-12 teachers in 
the Littleton schools seen it as their routine duty to civilize the students 
in their care, they would never have overlooked the bizarre, antisocial 
behavior of Klebold and Harris. When the boys appeared in school with 
T-shirts with the words “Serial Killer” emblazoned on them, their teach- 
ers would have sent them home, nor would the boys have been allowed 
to wear swastikas or to produce grotesquely violent videos. By tolerating 
these modes of self-expression, the adults at Columbine High School 
implicitly sent the message to the students that there’s not much wrong 
with the serial or mass murder of innocent people. 

One English teacher at Columbine told Education Week that both 
boys had written short stories about death and killing “that were horribly, 
graphically, violent” and that she had notified school officials. Accord- 
ing to the teacher, they took no action because nothing the boys wrote 
violated school policy. Speaking with painful irony, the frustrated 
teacher explained, “In a free society, you can’t take action until they’ve 
committed some horrific crime because they are guaranteed freedom 
of speech. In many high schools, students are confident that their 
right to free expression will be protected. Counselors and administrators, 
fearful of challenges by litigious parents who would be backed by the 
ACLU and other zealous guardians of students’ rights, rarely take action. 



22. Education Week (April 28, 1999): 16; see also Education Week (May 26, 1999): 
14. 
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The love affair with Rousseau’s romantic idealization of the child 
of American education has made it inevitable that our public schools 
fail to do their part in civilizing young “barbarians.” Many schools no 
longer see themselves having a primary role in moral edification. The 
style is not to interfere with the child’s self-expression and autonomy. 
Leaving children to discover their own values is a little like putting them 
in a chemistry lab full of volatile substances and saying, “Discover your 
own compounds, kids.” We should not be surprised when some blow 
themselves up and destroy those around them. 



A Wind of Change 

Even before the spate of school shootings raised public concern about 
the moral climate in the nation’s schools, voices called for reform. In 
the early nineties, a hitherto silent majority of parents, teachers, and 
community leaders began to agitate in favor of old-fashioned moral 
education. In July 1992, one group called the Character Counts Coa- 
lition (organized by the Josephson Institute of Ethics and made up of 
teachers, youth leaders, politicians, and ethicists) gathered in Aspen, 
Colorado, for a three-and-a-half-day conference on character education. 
At the end of the conference, the group put forward the Aspen Decla- 
ration on Character Education. Among its principles: 

• The present and future well-being of our society requires an 
involved, caring citizenry with good moral character. 

• Effective character education is based on core ethical values 
which form the foundation of democratic society— in particu- 
lar, respect, responsibility, trustworthiness, caring, justice, fair- 
ness, civic virtue, and citizenship. 



23. “Aspen Declaration on Character Education,” available through the Josephson 
Institute, Marina Del Ray, California; or Kevin Ryan, Director, Boston University 
Center for the Advancement of Ethics and Character. 
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• Character education is, first and foremost, an obligation of fam- 
ilies. It is also an important obligation of faith communities, 
schools, youth and other human service organizations. 

The Character Counts Coalition has attracted a wide and politically 
diverse following. Its board of advisers includes liberals such as Marian 
Wright Edelman and conservatives such as William Bennett. Ten 
United States senators from both political parties have joined, along 
with a number of governors, mayors, and state representatives. The new 
character education movement is gaining impetus. 

Today, schools throughout the country are finding their way back 
to contemporary versions of directive moral education. Teachers, ad- 
ministrators, and parents are again getting into the business of making 
it clear to students that they must behave honorably, courteously, and 
kindly, that they must work hard and strive for excellence. Several state 
departments of education and numerous large-city boards of education, 
including those of St. Louis, Chicago, Hartford, and San Antonio, have 
mandated an ethics curriculum. In some schools the whole curriculum 
is shaped by these imperatives. 

Fallon Park Elementary School in Roanoke, Virginia, for example, 
has seen a dramatic change in its students since the principal adopted 
the Character Counts program in 1998.^'^ Every morning the students 
recite the Pledge of Allegiance. This is followed by a pledge written by 
the students and teachers: “Each day in our words and actions we will 
persevere to exhibit respect, caring, fairness, trustworthiness, responsi- 
bility and citizenship. These qualities will help us to be successful 
students who work and play well together.” According to the principal, 
suspensions have declined sixty percent, attendance and grades have 
improved, and— mirabile dictu — misbehavior on the bus has all but 
disappeared. The school’s gym instructor, who has been there for 
twenty-nine years, has noticed a change. The kids are practicing good 
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sportsmanship, and even school troublemakers seem to be changing for 
the better. She recently noticed one such boy encouraging a shy girl to 
join a game. “It almost brought tears to my eyes . . . this is the best year 
ever in this school.” 

Vera White, principal of Jefferson Junior High in Washington, 
D.C., was stunned some years ago to realize that children from her 
school had been part of an angry mob that attacked police and firefight- 
ers with rocks and bottles. “Those are my children. If they didn’t care 
enough to respect the mayor and the fire marshal and everyone else, 
what good does an education do?” She decided to make character 
education central to the mission of her school. Students now attend 
assemblies that focus on positive traits such as respect and responsibility. 
Ms. White initiated the program in 1992; since then theft and fighting 
have been rare. Unlike other schools in the area, Jefferson has no bars 
on the windows and no metal detectors.^^ 

William F. Washington Jarvis, headmaster at the Roxbury Latin 
School in Boston and an Episcopal priest, has always emphasized char- 
acter and discipline, but others are now joining him. Jarvis holds a 
harsh, non-Rousseau ian view of human nature: left untrained, we are 
“brutish, selfish, and capable of great cruelty. We must do our utmost 
to be decent and responsible, and we must demand this of our children 
and our students.” Whenever they behave badly, says the headmaster, 
“We have to hold up a mirror to the students and say, ‘This is who you 
are. Stop it.’”^^ 

Contrast these schools with a school like Columbine High. We 
know that the Littleton killers had attended anger-management semi- 
nars, met weekly with a “diversion” officer, attended a Mothers Against 
Drunk Driving panel, and did compulsory community service. But it 
seems they never encountered a Reverend Jarvis or a Principal White. 



25. Dallas Morning News (March 10, 1995): 1C. 
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After Littleton, many a barn door is being shut and padlocked, but a 
spokesperson for the Littleton school district had it right when she asked, 
“Do you make a high school into an armed prison camp where there 
are metal detectors that make kids feel imprisoned, or do you count on 
people’s basic goodness and put good rules in place?”^^ 

One very promising program for putting good rules in place is the 
Youth Charter, developed by William Damon, a professor of education 
at Stanford University and a leading authority on moral education.^® 
Damon’s program calls for communities to work out a code of conduct 
for children. Youth Charter helps parents and schools set rules and 
standards that make clear to children what is expected of them. 

Although the movement to reinstate directive moral education is 
gathering momentum, it is being fiercely resisted in some quarters by 
those who find it educationally retrograde. Amherst professor Benjamin 
DeMott wrote a scathing piece for Harpers magazine a few years ago 
jeering at the reviving character education movement. He asked how 
we can hope to teach ethics in a society where CEOs award themselves 
large salaries in the midst of downsizing. Thomas Lasley, Dean of the 
University of Dayton School of Education, denounces what he calls the 
values juggernaut. Alfie Kohn, a noted education speaker and writer, 
accuses schools that are active in character education of indoctrinating 
children and blighting them politically. “Children in American schools 
are even expected to begin each day by reciting a loyalty oath to the 
Fatherland, although we call it by a different name.”^"^ Kohn’s compar- 
ison — likening the Pledge of Allegiance to a loyalty oath in Hitler’s 
Reich — is a fair example of the mindset one still finds among some 
progressives. 

Will the educational philosophy of the Kohns, Lasleys, De Motts, 

27. Education Week (April 28, 1999): 17. 

28. William Damon, The Youth Charter: How Communities Can Work Together to 
Raise Standards for All Our Children (New York: Free Press, 1997). 
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and Sizers prevail? The answer is “no, not any longer.” It appears that 
parents, teachers, school administrators, and community leaders have 
finally been alerted and alarmed, and are beginning to assert their wills. 
Programs like Character Counts and the Youth Charter are flourishing 
and new programs are starting up all the time. Nan Dearen, executive 
director of Kids with Character in Dallas, has characterized this mo- 
mentum: They say character education is a grassroots movement, but 
it just spreads like wildfire. Kevin Ryan, director of the Center for the 
Advancement of Ethics and Character at Boston University, expresses 
the movement’s confidence and resolve: “Society will not put up with 
value-neutral education.”^' 



« xjt 

Social critics often refer to the Law of Unintended Consequences. 
According to this law, seemingly benign social or political changes often 
have unfortunate, even disastrous, side effects. Few romantic idealists 
ofthe 1920s and 1930s, for example, had any idea that applying utopian 
principles to real societies might cause their total degradation. Nor did 
anyone in the 1970s expect that applying Rousseau’s perspective to 
moral education would set children adrift, denying to them the essential 
guidance they need in life. Fortunately, a Law of Fortuitous Reversals 
also operates in social life. According to this second law, when bad, 
unintended consequences seem irreparable, the situation suddenly im- 
proves dramatically. One fortuitous reversal was the rapid, unforeseen 
disintegration of the Soviet system a decade ago. Another, just under 
way, is the unexpected return of Aristotelian common sense in the moral 
education of American children. 
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THE FIELD OF character education is rife with controversy as debates 
question whether the focus should be on virtues, values, behaviors, or 
reasoning capacities. Controversy swirls around the varied approaches 
to implementing character education: experiential learning, peer de- 
bate, indoctrinative teaching, community service, participatory gover- 
nance, reading about character, and so on. Many of these debates have 
strong roots in theoretical and philosophical differences. 

However, when and if the dust settles, it should be clear that the 
bottom line of character education is not philosophical distinctions, 
pedagogical ideologies, politics, or other conceptual disagreements. 
Rather, it is the development of children. In this chapter, I will attempt 
to take a very focused and practical approach to character education, to 
take a stab at beginning what can become a science of character edu- 
cation. I will examine what we mean by character, how it develops, and 
what can be done to foster its optimal development. 

This work was supported by a grant from the John Templeton Foundation. 
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A Word about Words 

Before we can explore what we know (and don’t know) about character 
development and character education, we need to discuss terminology. 
The labels for this field vary by history, geography, and ideology. Cur- 
rently in the United States, the term du jour is character education. 
That is the term I have chosen to use in this chapter. However, only a 
decade or two ago, the more popular term was moral education. The 
term moral still tends to be preferred in many other countries, especially 
in Asia, although one group in Japan has wedded the term to psychology 
and produced a new term, “moralogy.” Preceding that, values education 
was in vogue in the United States. Values education is, in fact, the 
currently preferred term in Great Britain (although the Scottish Con- 
sultative Council on the Curriculum prefers the term values in edu- 
cation whereas others in Great Britain prefer values education). Fur- 
thermore, different theoretical perspectives are aligned more with one 
or another of these various terms. In the United States, character edu- 
cation has been aligned most closely with more conservative, traditional, 
and behavioral approaches. Moral education has been aligned with 
more liberal, constructivist, and cognitive approaches. Values educa- 
tion has been aligned with more atheoretical, attitudinal, empirical 
approaches. At this point in the discussion, I expect you to be quite 
confused and even annoyed at this degree of terminological disagree- 
ment. I know I am. Do not panic, however, because I will, from here 
on use the terms character development and character education to 
represent all these disparate points of view, and you can now proceed 
to forget the confusion that I have just outlined for you. 

There has been too much of the “my theory can beat up your theory” 
mentality in the field. I prefer a more dialectical approach, whereby the 
intersections and conflicts between different approaches can be used to 
generate agreements, compromises, and best solutions. It is time to use 
science to help kids become good people rather than lay out landmines 
of theory disagreements. 
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This diversity and disagreement have led to a rather fractionated 
perspective on what I refer to as character development. In this chapter, 
I choose to use the term character (only in part because I hold the title 
of Sanford N. McDonnell Professor of Character Education); however, 
I use it as an integrative, bridging term. One goal of this chapter is to 
build bridges across the theoretical chasms that have been dug by 
contentious warring factions in this field. Actually, I am rather uninter- 
ested in terminology. I would be just as happy to call the field moral 
education, which I did for over two decades, or to create a new all- 
encompassing rubric such as developmental education. In fact, I 
wouldn’t mind calling it Henrietta or Blog or ZCBa#’*! l.a as long as it 
is defined clearly and as long as it optimally serves the development of 
socio-moral competency in children. As I said before, this is all about 
kids, not esoteric distinctions, labels, or factions. Those rarely serve kids’ 
best interests. 



Character Education: The State of the Art 

Just as it is difficult to define character and find consensual labels for 
character education, it is difficult to summarize what contemporary 
character education entails. The term character education has come to 
encompass what used to be rather different fields. I will therefore try to 
provide a quick and dirty bird’s-eye view of character education. Ideally, 
as we shall see later in this chapter, quality character education should 
be intentional and comprehensive — sometimes it is intentional; rarely 
is it comprehensive. The Character Education Partnership articulates 
standards for quality character education in their “Eleven Principles of 
Effective Character Education” and the corresponding “Character Ed- 
ucation Quality Standards” (both of which can be accessed through 
their website: www.character.org). These standards include an explicit 
values agenda, schoolwide implementation, promoting positive rela- 
tionships and intrinsic motivation, defining character comprehensively. 
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partnering with parents and community, and being data-driven. It is 
rare to find schools or districts that fulfill all of these standards. 

Most character education initiatives center around a set of words or 
concepts that represent the ethical agenda of the school; i.e., “words of 
the month” (or week, or even day) that identify the character outcomes 
identified as central to the school’s mission by the school, community, 
or both. Those words sometimes are chosen by the school staff, some- 
times by district staff or a community panel, and sometimes adopted 
from another source (such as the Character Counts’s “six pillars of 
character”). What schools do with these words is quite variable. Al- 
though sometimes they simply pay lip-service to them, usually they 
display them prominently (on calendars, stationery, walls, and so on). 
They may use them as the foci for curriculum or extracurricular pro- 
gramming. 

Often character education stands alone. Frequently middle schools 
and high schools put character education into homeroom or advisory 
class meetings or make it an elective or required class. Character edu- 
cation is typically part of the curriculum in literature and social studies 
classes, but it actually can appear in almost any part of the curriculum, 
including math and physical education. Many schools connect their 
character agenda with their service opportunities. Although service 
learning is a common vehicle for character education, any form of 
service may support character education. 

Character education can focus on specific issues such as sex edu- 
cation, health education, environmental studies, multicultural educa- 
tion, peer conflict resolution, risk prevention, and religious studies. It 
may focus on fostering specific character outcomes such as moral rea- 
soning (typically through ethical dilemma discussion) or altruism 
(through service). 

Character education is less frequently manifested as comprehensive 
school reform. Models such as the Just Community School, Child 
Development Project, Responsive Classroom, and Resolving Conflict 
Creatively Program are all approaches that stress pervasive schoolwide 
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culture transformation. Whereas all of these and other approaches are 
observed in schools, the justification for selecting one approach over 
another is often less than scientific. Typically it is based on convenience, 
external advocacy, limited knowledge, intuition, and so on. The bottom 
line is that what stands as character education is highly variable and 
infrequently meets the standards for quality. To create a true science of 
character education, we need to back up and explore what we mean by 
character, how it develops, and what we know about how schools can 
effectively foster its development. 

What Is Character? 

It is impossible to foster optimum character development without first 
understanding what comprises character. That would be tantamount to 
trying to build a better mousetrap without knowing what a mouse is. It 
would be nice if there were consensus on what is meant by the term 
character, but unfortunately, that is not the case. In common language, 
we use the term to mean either some measure of a person’s goodness 
(“that really shows a lack of character on his part”) or a person’s eccen- 
tricity (“she is such a character!”). In both cases, the implication is that 
we are referring to some enduring characteristic of the person, although 
that is not always the case (his lack of character may be out of character 
for him). 

The picture is even muddier when we examine how the term 
character is used technically. Some do not systematically distinguish 
between moral and nonmoral character, whereas others either restrict 
their definitions to the moral domain' or systematically separate moral 
from nonmoral aspects of character.^ Even when these distinctions are 

1 . L. Kohlberg, The Psychology of Moral Development, Essays on Moral Develop- 
ment, Vol. 2 (New York: Harper and Row, 1984). 

2. M. W. Berkowitz, “The Complete Moral Person: Anatomy and Formation” in 
J. M. DuBois, ed., Moral Issues in Psychology: Personalist Contributions to Selected 
Problems (Lanham, Md.: University Press of America, 1997): 11—42. 
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made, the criteria often differ; e.g., Nucci considers the moral domain 
to comprise universals,^ whereas Lickona differentiates between uni- 
versal and nonuniversal morality.^ For some, character is pure person- 
ality, whereas for others it is mainly behavioral. Many omit cognitive 
functioning from their definitions of character. Some are comprehen- 
sive in their definitions, others not; some specific, others fairly global. I 
will not spend time here listing the differing definitions of character. I 
think you get the idea. Instead, I offer my own definition. 

I define character as an individual’s set of psychological character- 
istics that affect that persons ability and inclination to function morally. 
Simply put, character is comprised of those characteristics that lead a 
person to do the right thing or not to do the right thing. This serves as 
a global definition of character. Obviously, however, I still need to 
define what psychological characteristics affect moral functioning. 

Elsewhere, I offer what I call the Moral Anatomy.^ By this, I mean 
the psychological components that make up the complete moral person. 
There are seven parts to the moral anatomy: moral behavior, moral 
values, moral personality, moral emotion, moral reasoning, moral iden- 
tity, and foundational characteristics. Whether one adopts this partic- 
ular model of character or another (such as the tripartite model of 
cognition, affect, and behavior — head, heart, and hand— espoused by 
the Character Education Partnership and Lickona), the point to un- 
derstand here is that character is a complex psychological concept.^ It 
entails the capacity to think about right and wrong, experience moral 
emotions (guilt, empathy, compassion), engage in moral behaviors 
(sharing, donating to charity, telling the truth), believe in moral goods, 
demonstrate an enduring tendency to act with honesty, altruism, re- 
sponsibility, and other characteristics that support moral functioning. 



3. L. Nucci, Education in the Moral Domain (New York: Praeger, 2001). 

4. T. Lickona, Educating for Character (New York: Bantam, 1991). 

5. See M. W. Berkowitz, 1997. 

6. See Lickona, 1991. 
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Just as Howard Gardner has redefined intelligence as a complex of 
psychological characteristics in his theory of multiple intelligences, I 
attempt to redefine character as a complex constellation of psycholog- 
ical dimensions of a person. 

This perspective on character provides us with a road map through 
the following sections of this chapter. I am not wedded to this particular 
definition, but rather to defining character in a psychological, differ- 
entiated, and comprehensive manner. With this or another compre- 
hensive, differentiated definition of character in hand, we can directly 
address how character develops and what can be done to foster or 
nurture its development. 



Character Development 

The recent epidemic of heinous acts of violence by children against 
children, such as the shooting of a young girl by a six-year-old boy in 
Flint, Michigan, has prompted many to raise the question of when 
character develops. This is a rather tricky question that I believe is 
fundamentally unanswerable. First, we have just established that char- 
acter is a multifaceted phenomenon. Second, the components of char- 
acter each have their own developmental trajectories. Third, each per- 
son develops at a different rate. Fourth, the developmental sequence 
and profile of the components of character differ in different individuals. 
Finally, the components of character tend to develop gradually, or in 
stages over a long period of time. Hence, we cannot state that the six- 
year-old boy in Flint did or did not have character. We cannot state 
either that six-year-olds in general do or do not have character. Rather, 
we can describe what aspects of character are typically developed (and 
to what degree) around six years of age. Then we can compare that 
child with what is typical, being careful to remember that children 
develop at different rates. For instance, if a six-year-old child showed no 
remorse over hurting another, did not realize that others may have 
perspectives different from his, or seemed not to care what others 
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thought of him, we could then say that he seemed not to be developing 
some aspects of character that should be present at around his age. 

Given this perspective, it is fair to claim that character begins de- 
veloping at birth or even earlier. Because there is evidence of genetic 
influences on character, we can reasonably argue for prenatal character 
development. There is also evidence that parents begin to bond emo- 
tionally to a child even before birth, and we know that the bond between 
parent and infant is a critical factor in character development. It is well 
beyond the scope of this chapter to chronicle developments of all of the 
components of character development. Instead, I will illustrate its 
course by presenting developments of selected components in infancy, 
childhood, and adolescence (for a more detailed presentation, see 
Damon’). 

Infant and Toddler Character Development 

Some of the earliest, most significant hallmarks of the development of 
character are (1) the beginning of empathy, (2) the development of a 
concept of persons, and (3) the formation of the attachment bond. All 
of these begin during the first year of life. 

Mature empathy entails self-awareness, self-other differentiation, 
perspective-taking, and the ability to draw inferences about the causes 
of another’s distress. Martin Hoffman describes four stages of empathic 
development, the first of which covers most of the first year of life and 
the second of which begins at about nine or ten months of age. In the 
first stage the infant cries in response to another’s crying, at first only 
very reflexively. (It is also around six months when the child develops a 
first sense of the othfer as separate from itself.) In the second stage, 
infants spend more time observing the other in distress and actively 
attempt to reduce their own resulting empathic distress (e.g., by thumb- 
sucking). This self-consoling behavior reveals the immaturity of empa- 
thy at this point; it is still focused on the self Nevertheless, this is the 

7. W. Damon, The Moral Child (New York: Free Press, 1988). 
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foundation of mature empathy, which is central to mature moral func- 
tioning or character. 

The person concept refers to differentiation of self from other; that 
is, a recognition that you and I are separate entities with separate agency 
(independent capacities for causality) and separate existences. This 
begins to develop during the first two years of life. All character com- 
ponents (e.g., perspective-taking, moral reasoning, shame, cooperation) 
depend upon the development of self-other differentiation. It is impos- 
sible to be a moral agent without first recognizing that there are other 
human beings in the world. 

The development of an attachment bond, the powerful emotional 
relationship that develops between an infant and his or her primary 
caretaker (typically mother), may be the single most important step in 
the development of character. The development begins roughly in the 
middle of the first year of life and evolves over the course of the life 
span. More important, however, it serves as a major influence on the 
nature of all future relationships. It has been linked to many other 
aspects of character such as peer cooperation, compliance with adults, 
and altruism. In fact, the absence of the motivation to have positive 
relationships with others (e.g., detachment, disinterest in social rela- 
tionships) is a symptom of psychopathology, according to the American 
Psychiatric Association. The failure to form a secure attachment bond 
early in life may be the most significant cause of childhood antisocial 
behavior. 

These diverse aspects of character (and others not described here) 
in the first two years of life are the foundation for later mature character 
and represent the first stages of character formation. 

Childhood Character Development 

So much of character develops during childhood that it is difficult to 
select a few examples for this discussion. Nevertheless, I will examine 
three: self-control, guilt, and perspective-taking. 

Whereas self-control begins, in a sense, with the compliance of the 
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toddler, the full capacity to regulate one’s own impulses internally 
makes the greatest headway during the preschool years, especially be- 
tween the ages of five and seven. Consequently, children are better able 
to delay gratification, control their impulses and aggressive urges, and 
direct their behavior. Roy Baumeister argues that self-control is a master 
virtue upon which other virtues depend. 

Given the current interest in problems caused by children who 
seem not to have developed a conscience, the development of guilt 
feelings is of critical importance in understanding character develop- 
ment. Guilt is typically described as a self-critical emotional response 
to one’s own transgressions. Thomas Lickona differentiates between 
constructive guilt (self-criticism leading to motivation for improvement) 
and destructive guilt (lowered self-esteem and self-denigration). For the 
development of character, we are clearly interested in the former. Gra- 
zyna Kochanska and her colleagues have found guilt feelings to increase 
significantly from two to three or four years after first emerging at about 
eighteen to twenty-four months. 

Perspective-taking develops throughout the preschool and elemen- 
tary school years, and its development continues throughout adoles- 
cence. There is some evidence that children as young as twenty-four to 
thirty months of age can do some rudimentary perspective-taking; how- 
ever, the major advances in the capacity to understand others’ points of 
view occur between three or four years and twelve years of age. Because 
moral functioning depends upon the ability to balance different peo- 
ple’s interests, perspective-taking development is a critical foundational 
component of character. Glearly, key components of character become 
fully operative during the childhood years, making childhood a signif- 
icant point for the transition to being a mature social and moral agent. 

Adolescent Character Development 

Most character development in adolescence is a continuation of what 
has already begun in infancy or childhood. I will examine the continued 
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development of moral reasoning and the formation of a moral identity 
as two examples of adolescent character development. 

Moral reasoning is the growth of the cognitive capacity to reason 
about matters of right and wrong, allowing for increasingly effective and 
mature moral decision-making and moral judgment. Moral reasoning 
is understood to develop in stages throughout the life span, beginning 
as young as three or four years of age. However, it is only at about eleven 
or twelve, as the child enters adolescence, that moral reasoning becomes 
predominantly prosocial, although the beginnings of such considera- 
tions are evident in the elementary school years. As children move 
through adolescence, their criteria for judging right and wrong shift 
from mostly self-oriented concerns with concrete consequences to 
themselves, to more socially oriented concerns with the impact of their 
behaviors on others, their relationships with others, and the social or- 
ganizations of which they are members. The ability to figure out what 
is right and what is wrong is crucial as all people confront novel or 
ambiguous moral problems and true dilemmas. Furthermore, moral 
reasoning is related to a variety of moral and immoral behaviors such 
as altruism, cheating, delinquency, and risky behaviors (such as unsafe 
sexual practices and drug use). 

Identity is the individual’s self-constructed sense of self. Recent 
interest has turned to the concept of moral identity, the centrality of 
being good to one’s self-concept, because of its appearance in studies 
of living and hypothetical moral exemplars. Adolescence is a critical 
time for the formation of a sense of self, an identity. Therefore, it is 
likely that the formation of a sense of oneself as a moral agent develops 
at the same time. 



Sources of Character 

If science can reveal what character is and how it develops, what can it 
tell us about how adults and society can actively promote the develop- 
ment of character in children? After all, it is up to adults and society to 
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ensure that children have the opportunity to develop into competent 
moral adults, both for the sake of children and for the benefit of society. 
Family (especially parents) is typically considered the predominant 
influence on a child’s character formation. Additionally, school, peers, 
community (including the media), religion, and biology are contribu- 
tors. 

It is clear that how parents raise a child is the predominant influence 
on the child’s character formation. Some of the operative variables are 
parental affection, consistency of parenting, response to children’s cues 
and signals, modeling, expression of values, respect for the child, and 
open discussion with the child. All aspects of children’s character are 
impacted by these and other child-rearing factors. 

School has an influence later than parenting because (1) parents 
are much more emotionally salient in the first years of life, and (2) 
many children do not experience full or even part-time schooling until 
they are three, four or five years of age, when, as we have just seen, 
many aspects of character are already developing. Schools can influence 
a child’s self-concept (including self-esteem), social skills (especially 
peer social skills), values, moral reasoning maturity, prosocial inclina- 
tions and behavior, knowledge about morality, values, and so on. 

The influence of peers begins in the preschool years, especially for 
children who attend preschools, but this influence clearly increases 
throughout childhood and peaks in adolescence. Peers have a strong 
effect on self-concept, social skills (e.g., conflict resolution, making and 
maintaining friendships), moral reasoning development, involvement 
in risky behaviors, and so on. 

Community influences center around mass media exposure, neigh- 
borhood characteristics, and cultural values. Media clearly affect prej- 
udice (racism, sexism, ageism), aggression, and sense of security. Reli- 
gion has been related to lower risk behavior and greater mental health. 
The evidence about biology is much more controversial. Some argue 
for a strong genetic influence on aspects of character (altruism, risk- 
taking) and others suggest a much lesser role for genetics. Other bio- 
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logical factors have also been implicated, but only in extreme cases, 
such as in utero exposure to teratogens (such as opiates, alcohol) and 
serious disease factors. 



Parenting and the Development of Character 

Developmental psychology has much more to tell us about the effects 
of parenting on children’s character development than other influences, 
including schooling. For that reason, John Grych and I examined the 
research literature for information about how parenting influences char- 
acter development in children. What we discovered is that (1) much 
relevant research already exists, (2) a common core of parenting varia- 
bles that promote character development can be identified from an 
empirical base, and (3) those parenting variables can also be applied to 
teacher behavior and character education. 

We identified eight character variables extensively studied by de- 
velopmental psychologists: social orientation (attachment), self-control, 
compliance, self-esteem, empathy, conscience, moral reasoning, and 
altruism. You will recognize some of these from the discussion above. 
We looked at what research has uncovered about the effect of parental 
behavior on the development of those eight character outcomes. We 
were able to identify five parenting behaviors that were significantly 
related to at least two of the eight character outcomes. Responsivity/ 
nurturance was related to six of the eight outcomes (all but empathy 
and self-control). Parents who were responsive to children’s signals and 
needs and had a warm, loving relationship with their children produced 
children of strong, multifaceted character. Families who used an open, 
democratic style of family discussion, decision-making, and problem- 
solving produced children who exhibited five characteristics (all but 
empathy, self-control, and social orientation). Parents who used induc- 
tion (praising or disciplining with explanations that include a focus on 
the consequences of the child’s behavior for other’s feelings) produced 
children with relatively more mature empathy, conscience, altruism 
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and moral reasoning. Parents who set high expectations {demanding- 
ness) that were attainable and supported, had children who were high 
in self-control, altruism, and self-esteem. Parents who modeled self- 
control and altruism had children high in self-control and altruism. 
Additional research will likely expand the list. 

We can clearly mine the rich empirical literature in developmental 

ences it. We know much about how parenting affects character and can 
easily apply this knowledge to schools, especially to teacher behavior. 




What Works in Schools? 

Few approaches to character education have been extensively re- 
searched. One of those, values clarification, has largely disappeared 
from the scene, in part due to generally ineffective scientific evidence. 
Extensive research on classroom dilemma discussion has demonstrated 
that it effectively promotes the development of moral reasoning capac- 
ities in students, and much is known about how it works. A detailed 
study of the Just Community Schools approach has demonstrated its 
effectiveness in promoting moral reasoning and stimulating the devel- 
opment of positive school culture and prosocial norms. The I-can- 
problem-solve approach to preventing impulsive and inhibited behav- 
iors has been demonstrated repeatedly to be an effective means of 
reducing such behaviors in young school children. 

The most extensive body of scientifically sound research about a 
comprehensive character education approach concerns the Child De- 
velopment Project (a program of the Development Studies Center in 
Oakland, Calif., www.devstu.org). This elementary school reform pro- 
gram has been shown to promote prosocial behavior, reduce risky be- 
haviors, stimulate academic motivation, create a positive school com- 
munity, result in higher grades, and foster democratic values. 
Furthermore, it has identified the development of a caring school com- 
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munity as the critical mediating factor in the effectiveness of character 
education. 

Numerous other character education initiatives and programs re- 
port single studies of effectiveness, but are not often reviewed and 
published. The best examples are the Responsive Classroom, Second 
Step, Positive Action, and the Resolving Conflict Creatively Program. 

Solomon, Watson, and Battistich have compiled an extensive re- 
view of specific research studies about such programs and specific prac- 
tices in implementing character education.® They conclude that four 
practices have strong empirical support for promoting character devel- 
opment: promoting student autonomy and influence; student partici- 
pation, discussion, and collaboration; social skills training; and helping 
and social service behavior. An additional important mediating variable 
is moral atmosphere. The Child Development Project uses the term 
caring community and applies it both to the classroom and the entire 
school. The degree to which children perceive their schools as caring 
communities is directly related to the effectiveness of those schools in 
promoting student character development. Just Community Schools 
defines the variable somewhat differently, but reports that promotion of 
the development of moral atmosphere in the school is directly linked 
to the development of moral reasoning in students, and this finding has 
been internationally replicated. One solution to the lack of an empirical 
foundation on which to build a science of character education is to 
mine other fields for scientific evidence relevant to character education. 

A fertile area to explore for relevant scientific research is risk-pre- 
vention. Alan Leschner, director of the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse, recently argued that prevention is generic and entails identifying 
those factors that protect against the risk factors that proiuote undesir- 



8. D. Solomon, M. S. Watson and V. A. Battistich, “Teaching and Schooling 
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able and dangerous behaviors. Other leaders in the field frequently 
echo this sentiment. Drug-use prevention researchers increasingly rec- 
ognize that character-based interventions can effectively prevent sub- 
stance use and abuse, just as character educators discover that their 
initiatives are preventive. Likewise, two of the most effective violence- 
prevention curricula. Second Step and Resolving Conflict Creatively, 
have been identified by the Character Education Partnership as char- 
acter education initiatives. At the same time, the most effective character 
education program, the Child Development Project, is identified by 
the Department of Education as a model violence-prevention program 
and by the Center for Substance Abuse Prevention as a model preven- 
tion program. Others argue for the application of character education 
as a form of sex education. Furthermore, reviews of such tangentially 
related fields reveal striking parallels in what works. 

Summary of What Works 

Although much more research needs to be done to better understand 
what does and does not work, there is enough information available to 
reach some conclusions. The following represent seven rules of thumb 
for effective character education based on the research literature to date. 

First, it is clear that the primary influence on a child’s character 
development is how people treat the child. When schools focus on 
exhortations (PA announcements, posters, lecturers at special assem- 
blies) or didactics (curriculum) as they are typically disposed to do, they 
miss the boat. To do effective character education, either in the home 
or the school, one has to focus on how people (especially those most 
significant to the child, but not only them) treat the child. What is the 
child’s experience in spending a day in school? Is that child treated 
benevolently and with respect, or bullied or ignored? Does the child 
perceive school and classroom as nurturant, supportive places or as 
psychologically or physically toxic? Relationships are crucial to char- 
acter development, so character education must focus on the quality of 
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relationships in the school. This includes adult-to-child and child-to- 
child relationships. We can readily extrapolate from the parenting lit- 
erature to adult and student relationships. Those relationships need to 
be benevolent (nurturant, supportive), authentic (honest, open), re- 
spectful (inclusive, valuing the student’s voice), and consistent (pre- 
dictable, stable). Most of the recent spate of school murders have im- 
plicated experiences of peer bullying as part of the cause of those horrors. 
Quality character education promotes prosocial relationships and car- 
ing school and classroom communities. 

Second, we know that children learn, and their development is 
influenced by, what they observe, so the second principal factor in 
effective quality character education is how significant others treat other 
people in the child’s presence, as Theodore and Nancy Sizer note in the 
title of their recent book The Students Are Watching. Parents are well 
aware that their children monitor and retain much of what they observe 
teachers and other adults in the school doing. Teachers are likewise 
well aware that students, even very young ones, report a wide variety of 
family behavior in the classroom. In both cases the observed and re- 
ported behaviors are often ones the adult models did not even realize 
were being registered or even observed, and in many cases they are 
behaviors they would rather were not observed at all and certainly not 
broadcast publicly. Students are indeed watching. What is worse is that 
they are also imitating. Elementary school teachers have taught me that 
if you want to know what kind of teacher you are, simply watch your 
students playing school. Modeling of positive behaviors such as altruism 
and empathy leads to such behavior in children. Modeling of undesir- 
able behaviors such as violence and deceit similarly leads to the increase 
in those behaviors. It is pointless to expect children to be respectful and 
responsible if the adults in their lives do not act respectfully and re- 
sponsibly. Many educators argue that they are not character educators 
and often that they do not want to be. If you work with or around 
children, you cannot not be a character educator. Abstaining is not an 
option. Your behavior will affect children’s character development, for 
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good or for ill. Cleaning up our acts and walking the talk is necessary 
for character education to be effective. 

Third, schools need to expect good character of all members. In other 
words, character needs to be a clear priority and expectation— schools 
must demand good character. The expectations should be clear, they 
should be high but attainable, and there should be support structures 
to give students and other school members a reasonable chance of 
meeting those expectations. These expectations can come from a variety 
of sources, but ideally they come from the entire school community. 
All stakeholder groups should at least have some representation in the 
process of either generating or ratifying (if they come from another 
source) those expectations. 

Previously, I stated that exhortations are not the primary means of 
affecting character development. There is nonetheless a place for es- 
pousing positive character. It serves two functions. First, it can reinforce 
what children learn and develop from watching and being treated pos- 
itively by others. Secondly, it clarifies the often unclear messages of 
behavior. The powerful moral parenting behavior called induction 
works largely because it entails explanations of parent evaluative behav- 
ior (praising, chastising). So, as Thomas Lickona has taught us, we need 
not only to practice what we preach, but we also need to preach what 
we practice. 

Children also need opportunities to practice good character. They 
need schools that promote student autonomy and influence. They need 
the opportunity to build skills such as perspective-taking, critical think- 
ing, and conflict resolution, necessary for being a person of character. 
They also need opportunities to do good. Schools increasingly promote 
service activities of a variety of natures. Peer mediation, student self- 
governance, and charitable activities are examples of such opportuni- 
ties. 

To nurture the development of moral thinking capacities, students 
need opportunities to reason about, debate, and reflect on moral issues. 
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This includes opportunities to take others’ perspectives, especially when 
those perspectives are different from one’s own. This can be done within 
the curriculum, as in lessons and methods that promote student peer 
discussion of moral issues embedded in social studies and literature, or 
case studies in science or philosophy. It can also be done in stand-alone 
classes and programs that focus on issues of character and morality. The 
key is to create the kind of atmosphere in which students engage their 
peers to discuss such issues and in which they feel socially safe to do so 
honestly and forthrightly. Educators often need assistance in creating 
such an atmosphere, but that is essential for schools to effectively pro- 
mote character development in students. 

Finally, it is preferable if parents are actively and positively involved 
in the school’s character education efforts. There is decidedly less sci- 
entific evidence to support this suggestion, but extrapolations from other 
areas of study clearly support the fact that parents will always be the 
primary influences on children’s character development. Character 
education is most effective when schools and parents work in partner- 
ship. 



Later Character Education 

Thus far the analysis has been restricted to the typical years of elemen- 
tary and secondary schooling, roughly ages six to eighteen, the kinder- 
garten through high school years. Colleges and universities are also 
interested in contributing to the formation of character in the future 
citizens of our society. Having had the privilege of serving as the inau- 
gural Ambassador Holland H. Coors Professor of Character Develop- 
ment at the United States Air Force Academy in 1999, I became very 
interested in what postsecondary education can offer to the character 
development of students. Lt. Colonel (Retired) Michael }. Fekula and 
I wrote an article detailing the principal components of postsecondary 
character education. They are: 
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• Teaching about character (morality, ethics) 

• Displaying character (both by individuals and by the institution 
through its policies) 

• Demanding character 

• Practice in character (through apprenticeship, participation in 
school governance, community service, and experiential learn- 
ing) 

• Reflecting on character (verbally, in writing, and so on) 

You will recognize many of these components from our prior discussion. 
However, what institutions like military academies and religiously affil- 
iated colleges and universities (I spent twenty years teaching at Mar- 
quette University, a Jesuit institution in Milwaukee) bring to the table 
(at least potentially) is consistent, well-supported, and justified whole- 
institution commitment to character education. That is a remarkably 
valuable commodity in promoting character in schools and elsewhere. 



Where Do We Go from Here? 

Given the nascent state of the new “science of character education,” 
many questions remain unanswered. 

• What are the long-term effects of character education? 

• Which components of comprehensive character education 
models impact which components of character? 

• What are the most critical components of effective character 
education? 

• How does effective character education vary from elementary 
to middle to high school? 

• What is the overlap between effective character education and 
effective school-based prevention and service learning? 
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• How can we most effectively measure character? 

• What is the “dose response” for effective character education; 
that is, how much is enough to make a difference? 

• What existing forms of education impede the fostering of char- 
acter? 

• Must character education be schoolwide or can it be effectively 
implemented at the classroom level? 

These are but a few important questions left for character scientists to 
answer. As more research is done, many more questions will surface. 
But if we work to develop a true science of character education, based 
on an empirical understanding of character development and those 
interventions that foster character development, then we will be well- 
armed to make a significant contribution, not only to our children, but 
to the world in which they and we live. 



Moral 

Exemplarity 



Lawrence /. Walker 



THE FIELD OF moral psychology and moral education has stagnated 
seemingly, because of the conceptual skew and biases of dominant 
models. These models provide a threadbare conception of moral func- 
tioning and ineffectual means by which to foster children’s moral de- 
velopment. I have two primary concerns. The first is that the field has 
been overly focused on moral rationality because of the influence of 
the formalist tradition in moral philosophy and the cognitive-develop- 
mental tradition in moral psychology with their aversion to personality 
factors, which they regard as corrupting influences on the purity of 
moral reason. The second concern is that the field has been preoccupied 
with the interpersonal aspects of morality that regulate our relationships 
with each other while ignoring the intrapsychic aspects that pertain 
more to our basic values, lifestyle, identity, and character. In this chapter 
I advocate a new direction for the field, stressing the development of 
moral personality, character, and virtue— a new direction that will be 
illustrated through the study of moral exemplarity. 

Foundational to the present enterprise is some shared understand- 
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ing of what is meant by “morality.” Here I propose a working definition 
of morality and, in doing so, make explicit my own assumptions and 
understandings. I am quite aware of the recurrent controversies in moral 
philosophy regarding any such definition, and do not claim to have any 
resolution; I only intend to make clear my starting point. The definition 
is purposely broad, erring on the side of being overly inclusive rather 
than narrow. In my view, morality is a fundamental, pervasive aspect of 
human functioning, having both interpersonal and intrapersonal com- 
ponents. More specifically, it refers to voluntary actions that, at least 
potentially, have some social and interpersonal implications and that 
are governed by intrapsychic cognitive and emotive mechanisms. 

There are a few things to note about this tentative definition. First, 
morality is clearly an interpersonal enterprise because it regulates peo- 
ple’s interactions and adjudicates conflicts — it involves the impact of 
our behavior on others’ rights and welfare. But morality is also an 
intrapersonal enterprise because it is integral to the how-shall-we-then- 
live existential question — it involves basic values, lifestyle, and identity. 
These intrapsychic aspects of moral functioniilg do have indirect im- 
plications for interpersonal interactions (as the above definition claims) 
because our values and moral character are played out in our relation- 
ships with others. The interpersonal aspects of moral functioning, with 
their focus on interpersonal rights and welfare, have been well repre- 
sented in contemporary moral psychology and education but that has 
not been the case for the intrapsychic aspects. Dominant theories in 
moral psychology define the domain rather selectively and ignore issues 
of what has been pejoratively labeled private morality such as the de- 
velopment of the self and personal values. 

The second thing about this definition of morality is that it claims 
that moral functioning is multifaceted, involving the dynamic interplay 
of thought, emotion, and behavior. Moral emotions such as guilt or 
empathy always occur with some accompanying cognitions, thoughts 
about one’s personal values or one’s interactions with others always 
entail some affect, and voluntary behaviors always have some basis in 
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intentions that determine their moral quality. The interactive nature of 
moral functioning has been destructively minimized by the major the- 
oretical traditions in the field, each of which has regarded different 
aspects of psychological functioning as representing the core of moral- 
ity— the social-learning tradition has emphasized the acquisition of 
moral behaviors through principles of learning, the identification-in- 
ternalization (psychoanalytic) tradition has emphasized the operation 
of moral emotions and defense mechanisms through the dynamics of 
identification with parents, and the cognitive-developmental tradition 
has emphasized the development of moral judgment through individ- 
uals’ construction of meaning. This artificial trichotomy— represented 
by these major competing traditions in moral psychology— obfuscates 
the interdependent nature of thought, emotion, and behavior in moral 
functioning and trivializes our understanding by an exclusive focus on 
some particular component that has been hived off. A more compre- 
hensive and holistic appreciation of how these different aspects relate 
to each other is a pressing goal for moral psychology. 

These competing perspectives in moral psychology have not been 
meaningfully integrated and are somewhat out of balance. Taking po- 
etic license, I contend that contemporary moral psychology has been 
afflicted by rational planexia—a condition of wandering astray, of being 
pulled out of proper [planetary] alignment by the “gravity” of moral 
rationality. Moral psychology, like so many other disciplines within the 
social sciences and beyond, has been inordinately influenced by the 
legacy of the Enlightenment which, among other things, was concerned 
with establishing a rational basis for moral understandings and convic- 
tions to overcome the perils of ethical relativism. Note that this preoc- 
cupation with the rational foundations for morality supplanted the cen- 
turies-old ethical concern with moral virtues and character (the 
Aristotelian tradition), the concern that perhaps better accords with 
commonsense notions of moral life. 

The dominant philosophical perspective girdling the field has been 
the formalist tradition, best exemplified by Immanuel Kant, with its 
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assumptions emphasizing individualism, justice, rights, and duties. 
Kant holds a dualistic view of human nature— reason versus passion— 
with rationality forming the core of moral functioning and personolo- 
gical factors (emotions, desires, personal projects, and so on) regarded 
with much suspicion, as corrupting biases to overcome if people are to 
attain to the standard of autonomous moral rationality. 

Similarly, the prevailing psychological framework in moral psy- 
chology has been the structuralist cognitive-developmental tradition, 
exemplified by Lawrence Kohlberg, with its assumptions emphasizing 
the stage-like development of moral reasoning abilities. The structuralist 
tradition has not been alone in this cognitive emphasis. Psychology, in 
general, has been subjected to a veritable cognitive revolution as psy- 
choanalytic and behavioral theories have been eclipsed by cognitive 
and information-processing approaches, reflecting the liberal optimism 
that arose in the period following the Second World War. Kohlberg 
can be credited with overcoming much of the philosophical naivete of 
early research on morality and with establishing moral development as 
a legitimate field of psychological inquiry.’ His model has dominated 
moral psychology for almost three decades, and perhaps rightly so, for 
his conceptual, empirical, and applied contributions have been mon- 
umental. Few would quibble with that claim, and even people who 
disagree with Kohlberg frequently rely on his theory as a foil. Their 
responses are often framed by the fundamental assumptions undergird- 
ing his model, illustrating its profound influence. Kohlberg’s formalist 
and structuralist heritage led him to focus on moral reasoning devel- 
opment, assessed through individuals’ cerebrated resolution of moral 
quandaries. He seeks to establish an account of moral development 
defined by reason and revealed through the developmental process. He 
argues that moral conflicts are best resolved through principles of justice 



1. SeeL. Kohlberg, Essays on Moral Development, Vol. 1, The Philosophy of Moral 
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and that such reasoning is auto-motivating, sufficient to compel moral 
action (here Kohlberg adopts Plato’s two maxims, “virtue is one and its 
name is justice” and “to know the good is to do the good”). 

But these assumptions have hardly gone unchallenged: other com- 
peting conceptions of the good besides justice, such as care and com- 
munity, have been advocated and the predictability of action on the 
basis of moral judgment is rather tenuous, pointing to the “gappiness” 
of moral life. Furthermore, Kohlberg’s vision of moral maturity centers 
on principled moral judgment, an ideal ethical standpoint requiring 
abstract impartiality as we separate ourselves from our own personalities 
and interests to follow the dictates of universalizable moral principles — 
a vision of moral maturity that is rather psychologically barren and 
suspect. The philosophical constraints and psychological emphases in- 
herent in Kohlberg’s model have the inevitable consequence of restric- 
tion of perspective, a conceptual skew that results in a narrow view of 
moral functioning. Kohlberg was not entirely blind to the constraints 
placed on his model by the emphasis on moral rationality and justice, 
and he attempted to flesh out his theory in several ways, at least as much 
as his theoretical allegiances would allow; but the model could only be 
tweaked so far and its core emphasis on cognition and justice remained. 

Other influential theorists in moral psychology^ have also implicitly 
assumed the objectives of modernity and so can be similarly tarred and 
feathered for their emphasis on moral rationality and minimal attention 



2. N. Eisenberg, “Prosocial Development; A Multifaceted Model,” in W. M. 
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& Bacon, 1995); C. Gilligan, In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and Women’s 
Development (Gambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982); J. R. Rest, D. Nar- 
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to moral personality, character, and intuition.^ The alignment of the 
moral psychology field in general has been skewed by this pervasive 
emphasis on moral rationality in its application to interpersonal func- 
tioning. 

This prevailing emphasis on moral rationality has eclipsed attention 
to other aspects of moral functioning and has belied the complexity of 
the moral life. The danger of this overemphasis on moral rationality is 
that it separates people from their own personalities and risks destroying 
their motivation to be moral — a situation that has been labeled moral 
schizophrenia.'^ A slightly different way to articulate this concern is to 
note moral psychology’s preoccupation with the interpersonal aspects 
of moral functioning (justice, rights, welfare, care) and its relative ne- 
glect of the intrapsychic aspects that involve the characteristics of the 
good person and the good life (basic values, identity, integrity). Flanagan 
similarly critiques the marginalization of moral character in philosophy 
and argues convincingly for a more realistic conception of moral func- 
tioning and moral ideals— one that is psychologically possible for “crea- 
tures like us.” Flanagan does not regard current ethical frameworks as 
very useful for informing moral action because they presuppose psy- 
chological functioning that is impossible for ordinary people ever to 
attain. 

Any moral theory must acknowledge that . . . the projects and com- 
mitments of particular persons give each life whatever meaning it has; 
and that all persons, even very impartial ones, are partial to their own 
projects. It follows that no ethical conception . . . can reasonably 
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demand a form of impersonality, abstraction, or impartiality which 
ignores the constraints laid down by universal psychological features.^ 

Thus, we hear increasingly frequent appeals to enrich the psycho- 
logical study of moral development by integrating cognition with per- 
sonality and character, thereby providing more holistic understandings 
of moral functioning and effective means to foster moral development. 
It is important to note that these criticisms of the rationalistic bias of 
contemporary moral psychology do not negate the essential role that 
moral reasoning plays; rather these concerns argue for a more full- 
bodied and balanced account of moral functioning that meaningfully 
includes moral personality and character. 



New Directions for Moral Psychology: 

Personality and Character 

The new direction that seems to be evolving in the psychology of moral 
development is the study of moral personality and character, an ap- 
proach that has the potential to include both the inter- and intrapersonal 
aspects of moral functioning as well as encompass the cognitive, affec- 
tive, and behavioral components. Similarly, recognition is beginning 
among moral philosophers of the need to constrain ethical theories by 
an empirically informed account of how people ordinarily understand 
morality, as well as by the psychological processes involved in moral 
functioning.^ 

What I advocate, and pursue in my own empirical work, is a two- 
pronged approach to developing such an integrated account of moral 
functioning: One approach examines people’s conceptions of moral 



5. O. Flanagan, Varieties of Moral Personality: Ethics and Psychological Realism 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1991): 100-101. 

6. See especially M. L. Johnson, “How Moral Psychology Changes Moral Theory,” 
in L. May, M. Friedman, and A. Clark, eds.. Minds and Morals: Essays on Cognitive 
Science and Ethics (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1996): 45-68. 



72 Lawrence f. Walker 



functioning and moral excellence, notions that are embedded in every- 
day language and common understandings, the other the psychological 
functioning of moral exemplars, people who have been identified as 
leading lives of moral virtue, integrity, and commitment. These differ- 
ent empirical strategies should be mutually informative, providing con- 
vergent evidence regarding aspects of moral functioning that are oper- 
ative in everyday life and should be incorporated into our theories of 
moral development and approaches to moral education and socializa- 
tion. 

Conceptions of Moral Excellence 

Part of the impetus for examining people’s conceptions of moral excel- 
lence is to address the skew that dominant models of moral psychology 
have introduced through various biases and prior assumptions. Philo- 
sophical perspectives have the inherent potential to limit and need to 
be checked against the empirical evidence yielded by ordinary under- 
standing and intuition. At this juncture, moral psychology and educa- 
tion need to be more closely aligned with how people experience mo- 
rality day by day than by the tight constraints of philosophical 
conceptualizations. My hunch is that a broad survey of conceptions of 
moral functioning may reveal some important notions that have been 
sidelined in contemporary moral psychology because of the encum- 
brance of philosophical and methodological blinders. 

This new direction in moral psychological research is illustrated 
through the findings of a recent project in which I examined people’s 
conceptions of moral excellence.^ Although most theories of moral 
development accord minimal attention to definitions of moral exem- 
plarity, Kohlberg did articulate an explicit vision of moral maturity — 
the attainment of dilemma-busting principles of justice— but as argued 
before, this view is an impoverished and psychologically barren one 
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because of its focus on moral rationality. Regardless, there is scant 
empirical evidence for the elusive Stage 6 (universal ethical principles). 
We need a more compelling and full-bodied conception of moral ex- 
cellence. My research on conceptions of moral excellence entailed a 
sequence of three studies (using free-listing, prototypicality-rating, and 
similarity-sorting procedures) and was intended to provide a handle on 
people's implicit notions and typologies of morality. Analyses identified 
two dimensions underlying people's understanding of moral maturity: 
a self-other dimension and an external-internal dimension. The self- 
other dimension incorporates some of the dynamics of the notions of 
dominance and nurturance (or agency and communion) as fundamen- 
tal in the understanding of interpersonal behavior, and illustrates the 
tension between notions of personal agency and communion in moral 
functioning. The external-internal dimension reflects the tension be- 
tween external moral standards and a personal conscience. This implies 
that moral maturity requires both sensitivity to shared moral norms and 
development of autonomous moral values and standards. 

Analyses also identified clusters of attributes (or themes) in people's 
understanding of moral maturity. The principled-idealistic cluster re- 
flects the importance of a range of strongly held values and principles 
and the maintenance of high standards and ideals— an acute and evi- 
dent sense of morality. The fair cluster entails the notions of justice, 
principle, and rationality that reflect Kohlberg's conception of moral 
excellence, so naturalistic conceptions do include that component of 
morality. The dependable-loyal and caring-trustworthy clusters reso- 
nate with themes of interpersonal sensitivity and warmth. Thus, other- 
oriented compassion and care that entail helpful and considerate action, 
as well as the nurturing of relationships through faithfulness and relia- 
bility, are significant in notions of moral functioning. The confident 
cluster references the qualities of agency that are important in the 
pursuit of moral goals. The strong commitment to moral values and 
standards (principled-idealistic cluster) joined with a strong sense of 
self and agency (confident cluster) may contribute to the integrity that 
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is viewed as essential to moral maturity (has integrity cluster)— that the 
moral person is committed to action based on these principles, values, 
and ideals, and has the personal fortitude to do so. 

Among the moral virtues emphasized here were notions of honesty, 
truthfulness, and trustworthiness, as well as those of care, compassion, 
thoughtfulness, and considerateness. Other salient traits revolve around 
virtues of dependability, loyalty, and conscientiousness. These aspects 
of moral character are foundational for interpersonal relationships and 
social functioning, but have received scant attention in moral psychol- 
ogy or have been relegated to an immature good-boy-girl mentality. 
Finally, the notion of integrity is at the core of the depiction of moral 
excellence. Integrity represents the connection between thought and 
action, but both the rationalistic and behavioral models of moral func- 
tioning have been unable to escape their own parameters and, thus, the 
notion of integrity has fallen into the void when instead it should be 
basic both to our understanding of moral psychology and attempts to 
nurture its development. 

This notion of integrity and the development of a moral self is, 
however, receiving increasing attention in moral psychology and moral 
philosophy.® Blasi advocates the notion of a moral self that reflects how 
people conceptualize the moral domain and the extent to which mo- 
rality is salient and significant in their self-concept and identity. Re- 
search with moral exemplars points to the exceptional merger of self 
and morality in their lives, with little distinction between personal and 
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moral goals, ^ and with self-attributions that predominantly include 
moral personality traits and goals. Also in Blasi’s model are the notions 
of personal responsibility for moral action and of self-consistency or 
integrity. Obviously, moral psychology requires a systematic empirical 
examination of the role of the self in moral functioning, as it has the 
potential to link the cognitive and emotive aspects of moral functioning 
to behavior. An example of such work is Bandura’s research on the self- 
regulating affective processes that are sometimes deactivated in the 
context of one’s own questionable conduct.** Given people’s strong 
need to regard themselves as moral, Bandura notes the corrupting power 
of rationalizations in laundering evaluations of behavior to preserve this 
sense of the moral self (through reconstruals, euphemistic labeling, 
advantageous comparisons, displacement of responsibility). The greater 
self-awareness and self-consistency of moral maturity should help to 
inhibit such moral disengagement. 

There are some difficulties with virtue ethics, in general, that need 
to be kept front and center as the field moves in this new direction. For 
example, a listing of moral virtues, such as was done in this study, 
represents an amalgamation of traits that would be impossible, indeed 
incoherent, for any one person to embody. At present, we little under- 
stand how these aspects of moral character interact in psychological 
functioning. Lapsley has noted that not all virtues are necessarily com- 
patible: “Certain characterological blindspots might be the price one 
pays for cultivating excellences in other domains of one’s life.”*^ An 
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illustration in this regard comes from Colby and Damon’s study of moral 
exemplars who were identified largely on the basis of their commitment 
to moral causes (in other words, most were social activists).*^ Many 
exemplars expressed regrets regarding relationships with their children 
who sometimes seemed to lose out in competition with their parents’ 
pursuit of social causes. 

On a related theme, it also needs to be recognized that virtues 
sometimes have maladaptive, or at least morally questionable, aspects 
to their expression. Hennig and Walker used techniques of personality 
assessment to map the ethic-of-care domain.*"^ We focused on aspects 
of the virtue of care where it has in some sense gone awry, being 
dysfunctional for either the carer or the one cared for. Self-sacrificial 
care can justify self-neglect and overinvolvement in others’ lives, and 
thus compromise the quality of care undertaken. Another maladaptive 
pattern identified was submissive care, where care for the other is anx- 
iously motivated by fear of negative evaluation and where one’s self- 
expression is inhibited in deference to others’ opinions. In other words, 
the virtue of caring can take on less than authentic manifestations. This 
is presumably true for most virtues, and moral psychology would be 
served well by a careful conceptual and empirical analysis along these 
lines of other moral traits. 

It should be obvious that there may be no single viable prototype 
for moral maturity or ideal of moral character; indeed, there may be 
many different types of moral excellence and moral exemplars. My 
current research explores conceptions of different types of moral excel- 
lence that may reveal the clusters of virtues associated with different 
types as well as reveal the virtues that are seen as foundational to all 
manifestations of moral maturity. That there are many different types 
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of moral exemplars is illustrated by the findings of a study where partic- 
ipants were asked to identify moral exemplars and to justify their 
choices.'^ A wide range of moral exemplars was identified, including 
humanitarians, revolutionaries, social activists, religious leaders, poli- 
ticians, and so on. However, the most frequent categories were family 
members and friends. Many participants expressed an explicit distrust 
of the public persona of historical figures, preferring to nominate indi- 
viduals they knew intimately and were better able to evaluate. There 
are a couple of notable things here: First, that a great diversity of moral 
exemplars was identified; and second, that many moral exemplars would 
not be considered well-known. Analysis of the justifications for these 
nominations revealed that actual moral exemplars are not typically 
described as having a full complement of moral virtues but rather are 
seen as embodying a smaller subset (think of Oskar Schindler vs. Martin 
Luther King vs. Mother Teresa), suggesting the need for us to under- 
stand better the complex interrelationships among these aspects of 
moral character and how they are manifested. Of course, these natu- 
ralistic conceptions of moral maturity need to be checked against anal- 
yses of the psychological functioning of actual moral exemplars. Do 
real moral paragons actually evidence the range of attributes derived 
from natural language concepts? It is to this complementary avenue of 
research that we now turn. 

Psychological Functioning of Moral Exemplars 

Another way to examine the development of moral character and per- 
sonality is through comprehensive analyses of the psychological func- 
tioning of people who have been identified as leading morally exem- 
plary lives. In a landmark study that frames our own research in some 
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respects, Colby and Damon studied a sample of people who evidenced 
extraordinary commitment to moral ideals and causes over an extended 
period of time.’® Their case-study analysis revealed that these exemplars 
were not particularly distinguished in terms of principled moral reason- 
ing, again challenging the dominant prototype for moral maturity, but 
they were characterized by other processes suggestive of various aspects 
of the moral personality, including: (a) active receptivity to progressive 
social influence and a continuing capacity to change, (b) considerable 
certainty about moral principles and values which was balanced by 
relentless truth-seeking and openmindedness (precluding dogmatism), 
(c) positivity and optimism, humility (with a disavowal of moral cour- 
age), love for all people, a capacity to forgive, and an underlying faith 
or spirituality, and (d) an exceptional uniting of self and morality, 
reflecting an identity that fused the personal and moral aspects of their 
lives (as noted earlier in the discussion of the moral self). They saw 
moral problems in everyday events and saw themselves as implicated in 
these problems and responsible to act. Despite these valuable insights, 
it should be noted that this was a small, select sample with no compar- 
ison group, the method was assisted autobiographical interview with no 
standard measures of psychological functioning, and the analyses were 
solely qualitative. 

The value of analyses of the psychological functioning of moral 
exemplars in suggesting processes underlying the development of moral 
personality and character can be further demonstrated through the 
findings of another recent project, a study that we believe provides one 
of the more comprehensive assessments of moral exemplarity.’^ An 
exemplar group of forty young adults was nominated by social service 
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agencies because of their extraordinary moral commitment as volun- 
teers, and a matched comparison group was also recruited. Participants 
completed several questionnaires and responded to a lengthy life-nar- 
rative interview. In an attempt to provide a comprehensive assessment 
of individuals’ psychological functioning, the choice of measures here 
reflected McAdams’ typology of three broad levels of personality assess- 
ment: (a) dispositional traits, (b) contextualized concerns such as de- 
velopmental tasks and personal strivings, and (c) integrative narratives 
of the self.'^ In terms of dispositional traits, participants completed a 
questionnaire assessing traits reflecting the five fundamental factors 
underlying personality. Of the five factors, agreeableness and consci- 
entiousness are considered the classic dimensions of character and thus 
most relevant here. Not surprisingly, the exemplar group was found to 
be higher on agreeableness than the comparison group, confirming that 
personality dispositions are implicated in moral action. 

To assess the midlevel of contextualized concerns in understanding 
personality functioning, we included various measures of developmen- 
tal tasks and personal strivings. It was found that, in contrast to the 
comparison group, the exemplar group was more mature in their iden- 
tity, reflecting a stronger commitment to values and greater stability; 
they evidenced more mature faith development, reflecting the process 
by which they make meaning in life; and they used more advanced 
moral reasoning, confirming its critical role in moral functioning. 

At the third level of personality assessment we examined themes in 
individuals’ life narratives. Our expectation was that exemplars’ life 
narratives would by characterized by more themes of agency and com- 
munion than would be evident for the comparison individuals. Our 
hunch was partly supported in that more agentic themes were found in 
exemplars’ life stories. This finding resonates with the results of our 
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previous study that identified personal agency as a salient dimension 
underlying understandings of moral excellence.*'^ 

In summarizing our research on moral exemplars, we found that 
variables indicative of all three levels of personality assessment distin- 
guished exemplars from comparison individuals (despite matching on 
demographic variables). Yet, we need to keep in mind that moral ma- 
turity can be exemplified in different ways, and it is important for our 
understanding of moral functioning to determine what is distinctive 
about different types of moral exemplars as well as the common core. 
We currently have research underway along these lines. Once the field 
shows some sense of the psychological functioning of moral exemplars, 
the research agenda may then focus on the formative factors in the 
development of such moral character. 

Applications and Conclusions 

My premise in this chapter is that progress in moral psychology and 
moral education has stalled because of the conceptual skew of the 
models of moral development that dominate the field with their focus 
on moral rationality and aversion to personological factors, and the 
resultant psychologically barren conception of moral functioning. Fur- 
thermore, their emphasis has been on the interpersonal aspects of mo- 
rality, while ignoring the intrapsychic aspects that pertain more to our 
basic values, lifestyle, identity, and character. 

The new direction advocated here is intended as a corrective to this 
misalignment and stresses the development of moral personality, char- 
acter, and virtue, a new direction that can perhaps best be instanced 
through the study of moral exemplarity. This approach has the potential 
to include both the inter- and intrapersonal aspects of morality because 
moral character and virtues are reflected in our relationships. It also has 
the potential to integrate the cognitive, affective, and behavioral com- 
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ponents of moral functioning, because the notion of moral character is 
not so amenable to this psychological trichotomy and implicates all in 
its manifestations. This new direction resonates with recent appeals for 
the study of positive human characteristics and the experiences that 
foster such behaviors — what is known as the positive psychology move- 
ment.^® 

An initial two-pronged empirical approach to the study of moral 
exemplarity is described and illustrated. One approach is to examine 
conceptions of moral excellence, rooted in everyday language and com- 
mon understandings, as an avenue to a broad understanding of moral 
virtues and ideals. The other approach is to examine the actual psycho- 
logical functioning of individuals identified as moral exemplars, using 
the template of the most valid models and measures of human devel- 
opment. It is anticipated that these two approaches will yield convergent 
evidence regarding moral functioning and ideals; their points of diver- 
gence will require some rethinking of our notions. The beginning 
research along these lines has implications for our engagement in moral 
education with our children and youth. Perhaps pivotal is the need to 
sensitize children to the breadth of the moral domain and the moral 
implications of their values, choices, and actions. Morality should be 
considered a pervasive part of everyday life and should be front-and- 
center in our thinking. Making children more aware of the moral 
domain will facilitate the development of a moral identity where moral 
concerns become relevant to most things undertaken in life. 

Moral education should also entail a critical discussion of moral 
virtues. Simply plastering the classroom walls with virtue labels will do 
little, if anything, to engender good moral character; rather, children 
need to appreciate the complexities and perhaps even the maladaptive 
aspects of many virtues such as honesty and care, and to struggle daily 
with how to exemplify these virtues. Some illustrations may help to 

20. M. E. P. Seligman and M. Csikszentmihalyi, “Positive Psychology: An Intro- 
duction,” Amenccm Psychologist 55(2000): 5-14. 
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demonstrate my point here regarding the complexity and shadowy side 
of many virtues. The virtue of honesty needs to be tempered by consid- 
erations of avoiding hurt to others, as when responding to grandma’s 
query about whether you liked the sweater she knit for you (when the 
sweater is hopelessly out of style). Likewise, the virtue of care can be 
maladaptive when excessive caring for others is based on self-denigra- 
tion and -denial and simply results in a resentful sense of obligation in 
others. Children need to appreciate that appropriate care depends on 
maintaining an authentic sense of self. Other virtues often also come 
into conflict, and those situations need to be carefully considered; for 
example, when loyalty to a friend is challenged by a teacher’s interro- 
gation about cheating in the classroom. The notion of moral exemplar- 
ity means that such moral examples are worthy of some emulation. 
Children need to explore the lives of a range of moral exemplars. 
Certainly, some well-known historical and publicly visible exemplars 
need to be examined; but also, the lives of local and personal heroes 
should be included. Here it is important that lives in all their fullness 
are examined, not just heroes’ statements or actions, but rather the 
complexity of their personalities, the formative aspects of their experi- 
ences, and their weaknesses and struggles. It is important for children 
to recognize the diversity in moral exemplarity and to identify with a 
personal hero. Children should not simply cognitively study moral 
exemplars, but their involvement in moral action should be facilitated. 
The recent emphasis on meaningful community service involvement 
reflects this idea. 

Finally, children need to struggle with underlying tensions in moral 
functioning, as were described earlier in our research. For example, 
one dimension underlying notions of morality is the self-other dimen- 
sion that involves the notions of agency and communion. Here there is 
a need to balance the development of competency with interpersonal 
sensitivity, sometimes a difficult equilibrium to maintain in many moral 
situations. The development of children’s commitment to moral values 
and their willingness to act on them needs to be balanced by openness 
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to new ideas and sensitivity to the perspectives and circumstances of 
others. The danger is that we can instill such a sense of personal agency 
and moral certainty in children that they run roughshod over others in 
their pursuit of their own moral goals. Another dimension underlying 
notions of morality is the external-internal dimension that reflects the 
frequent tension between shared moral norms and autonomous moral 
principles. Here again, children need to appreciate the occasional ten- 
sion between respect for the moral values of one’s community and the 
need to follow carefully considered individual moral ideals and prin- 
ciples. Certainly, there are many possibilities to consider and evaluate 
as we chart new directions in moral psychology and moral education. 
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IN A REMARKABLY prescient moment, James B. Stockdale, then a senior 
Navy pilot shot down over Vietnam, muttered to himself as he para- 
chuted into enemy hands, “Five years down there, at least. I’m leaving 
behind the world of technology and entering the world of Epictetus.”* 
Epictetus’s famous handbook, the Enchiridion, was Stockdale’s bedtime 
reading in the many carrier wardrooms he occupied as he cruised in 
the waters off Vietnam in the mid-sixties. Stoic philosophy resonated 
with Stockdale’s temperament and profession, and he committed many 
of Epictetus’s pithy remarks to memory. Little did he know on that 
shoot-down day of Septemer 9, 1965, that Stoic tonics would hold the 
key to his survival for six years of POW life. They would also form the 



1 . From James B. Stockdale, Courage Under Fire: Testing Epictetus’s Doctrines in 
a Lab of Human Behavior (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1994). 
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backbone of his leadership style as the senior officer in the POW chain 
of command. 

It doesn’t take too great a stretch of the imagination to think of a 
POW survivor as a kind of Stoic sage, for the challenge the POW lives 
with is the Stoic’s challenge; to find dignity when stripped of nearly all 
nourishment of the body and soul. Stoicism is a philosophy of defense, 
a philosophy of “sucking it up.” On a strict reading, it minimizes vul- 
nerability by denying the intrinsic goodness of things that lie outside 
one’s control. In many ways, boot camp is a green soldier’s early lesson 
in Stoicism. In general, it is easy to think of military men and women 
as Stoics. The very term has come to mean, in our vernacular, con- 
trolled, disciplined, not easily agitated or disturbed. Military officers 
tend to cultivate these character traits. In a vivid way, they live out the 
consolations of Stoic practical philosophy. In this paper I explore certain 
aspects of military moral education by returning to ancient Stoic teach- 
ings. 

My own tour of duty with the military began on a drizzly February 
day in 1994. A Navy chaplain had invited me to brainstorm with the 
top brass about moral remediation for some 133 midshipmen impli- 
cated in an “EE” or “double E” (electrical engineering) cheating scan- 
dal. The chaplain knew I was no Navy insider, but he wanted my input 
as an academic ethicist. That February meeting in 1994 led initially to 
a consultancy and visiting ethics lectureship whose audience was the 
implicated EE students. Then, in 1997, 1 was appointed the inaugural 
Distinguished Chair in Ethics at the Naval Academy. I was brought 
aboard, in naval lingo, to teach what American and European univer- 
sities had been teaching for the better part of this century— essentially. 
Ethics 101. But at an engineering school like the Naval Academy, 
introductory ethics had passed them by. Leadership courses were a 
standard mix of management and motivational psychology. Yet the far 
more ancient subject of ethics was somehow viewed as a newfangled, 
possibly heretical course that would dare to teach what ought to be bred 
in the bones. I was to teach ethics, ethics for the military. That was 
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contractual. What wasn’t prearranged was what the military would teach 
me. They would allow me entrance into a world that for many of my 
generation had been cut off by Vietnam and had remained largely 
impregnable ever since. And they would offer something of a living 
example of the doctrines of Stoicism I had studied before only as texts. 

The allure of Stoicism became explicit each term at a certain point 
in the semester. The course I taught covered topical themes of honesty, 
liberty, virtue, and just war interwoven with the writings of historical 
figures such as Aristotle and Aquinas, John Stuart Mill and Immanuel 
Kant, and Epictetus as a representative Stoic. It was when we arrived at 
Epictetus that many felt they had come home. What resonated with 
them was what resonated with Jim Stockdale as he read Epictetus each 
night. 

There are things which are within our power, and there are things 
which are beyond our power. Within our power are opinion, aim, 
desire, aversion, and in one word, whatever affairs are our own. Beyond 
our power are body, property, reputation, office, and in one word, 
whatever are not properly our own affairs. 

. . . Remember, then, that if you attribute freedom to things by 
nature dependent and take what belongs to others for your own, you 
will be hindered, you will lament, you will be disturbed, you will find 
fault both with gods and men ... If it concerns anything beyond our 
power, be prepared to say that it is nothing to you.^ 

Epictetus rightly thinks that our opinions, desires, and emotions are 
in our power, not in the radical sense that we can produce them, 
instantly, at will, but in the sense that we can do things, indirectly, to 
shape them. He is right to think, with the Stoics in general, that our 
opinions about self and others influence our desires and emotions. In 
contrast to these things over which we have some control, we have far 
less control over other sorts of goods. A marine may be killed in friendly 
fire that he had no way of avoiding, a sailor may be deserving of deco- 



2. Enchiridion, Hackett, trans. (Indianapolis: N. White, 1983): 1 1. 
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ration and promotion, though overlooked because of gender prejudice 
that she alone can’t change, stocks may take a nosedive however prudent 
one’s investments. A Stoic, like Epictetus, reminds us of the line that 
divides what is and what is not within our control and that we will be 
miserable if our happiness itself depends too heavily upon things over 
which we have little dominion. The Stoic recommendation is not com- 
placency or a retreat to a narrow circle of safety. We are to continue to 
meet challenges and take risks, to stretch the limits of our mastery. We 
are to continue to strive with our best efforts to achieve our ends, but 
we must learn greater strength in the face of what we simply cannot 
change. 



A Brave New Stoicism 

Who are the Stoics from whom the military take implicit guidance? 
Epictetus has been mentioned, but we need to put his writings in 
historical context. Roughly speaking, the ancient Stoics span the period 
from 300 b.c. to a.d. 200. They are part of the broad Hellenistic move- 
ment of philosophy that follows upon Aristotle and includes, in addition 
to Stoicism, ancient Skepticism and Epicureanism. The early Greek 
Stoics, known as the old Stoa (taking their name from the stoa or painted 
colonnade near the central piazza of Athens where disciples paced back 
and forth) were interested in systematic philosophical thought that 
joined ethics with studies in physics and logic. The works of the founders 
of the school — Zeno, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus — survive only in frag- 
ments, quoted by later writers. Indeed, much of what we know about 
Stoicism comes through Roman redactors such as Cicero, Seneca, 
Epictetus, and Marcus Aurelius. These Roman redactors, some writing 
in Greek— Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius— others writing in Latin — 
Seneca and Cicero— viewed themselves as public philosophers at the 
center of public life. 

Cicero (106-43 b.c.), well-known Roman political orator, consul, 
and ally to Pompey, turned to specifically philosophical writing at the 
end of his political career after Caesar’s assassination (which Cicero 
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viewed as a tyrannicide) and while in hiding from his own future 
assassins, Antony and the other triumvirs. Though himself not a Stoic 
(rather he identified as a member of the New Academy or school of 
Skepticism), he wrote extensively on Stoic views and his work, especially 
On Ends and On Duties, remained highly influential throughout the 
Renaissance and Enlightenment as statements of Stoic positions. Sen- 
eca, writing in the mid-first century A.D., was the tutor and political 
adviser of the young emperor, Nero. He wrote voluminously on, among 
other things, the passions and how anger, hatred, and envy, if not 
understood and properly reined in, can ruin a ruler and bring down a 
commonwealth, as well as about attachment and fortune, and how we 
can learn to become less vulnerable to their vicissitudes. Epictetus, a 
Greek slave-turned-philosopher who also wrote in the time of Nero’s 
reign, greatly influenced Marcus Aurelius. Epictetus’s aphoristic writ- 
ings, summarized in a popular handbook, teach about the power of our 
minds and imagination to find a measure of mastery and fulfillment 
even in enslavement. 

Marcus Aurelius, a Roman emperor and warrior, wrote his famous 
Meditations in a.d. 172 in the fleeting moments of quiet he was able to 
snatch during German campaigns. In contrast to Seneca’s writings, 
which are often addressed to others, Marcus’s meditations are exhorta- 
tions to himself, about his status as a citizen of the world and the 
community of humanity and god linked through reason and law with 
nature. He warns how one can be lured away from reason by the 
attractions of place or wealth or pleasurable indulgence, and how a zeal 
for glory can pervert happiness. A repeated theme is that we live in a 
Heraclitean world of flux. To find happiness, we cannot hold on too 
tightly to what is transient and beyond our control. 

The Stoics teach self-sufficiency and the importance of detaching 
from dependence on worldly goods that make us vulnerable. In a similar 
fashion, they advocate detachment from sticky emotions that mark our 
investment in things beyond our control. In a manner of speaking, the 
soldier preparing for battle heeds that advice. A Navy flier with whom 
I taught at the academy once told me that before he went on a mission. 
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he took control of his emotions by uttering the mantra “compartmen- 
talize, compartmentalize, compartmentalize.” The trick, of course, is 
to know when to compartmentalize and when not to. Mission-prepar- 
edness seems to require it. But full Stoic detachment from emotions 
that record connection as well as loss can be too high a price to pay, 
even for the warrior. In particular, the capacity to grieve, to mourn one’s 
dead, is crucial for warrior survival. Consider Coriolanus, the legendary 
fifth-century B.C. warrior who turns against his native city for banishing 
him. He is portrayed by Shakespeare as the paragon Stoic warrior. 
Physically strong and detached, more at home in the battlefield than 
with his wife and son, he is the military man par excellence. Fearless, 
he sheds few tears. And yet the play’s turning point comes when Corio- 
lanus remembers how to weep. “It is no little thing,” he concedes, “to 
make mine eyes to sweat compassion.” It is Coriolanus’s mother, Vo- 
lumnia, who reawakens his soul. Her entreaties persuade him to quit 
his siege of Rome and to restore peace. In weeping, Coriolanus finds 
human dignity. 

Coriolanus may be a loner, a mama’s boy at heart, touched only by 
a mother’s tears. But for most soldiers, combat itself nurtures a cama- 
raderie akin to the family relationships of childhood. The friendship of 
Achilles and Patroclus, central to the Iliads symbolizes brothers-in-arms 
for all time. We can’t begin to understand Achilles’ near suicidal mourn- 
ing for Patroclus without appreciating the sheer intensity of that bond. 
Moreover, we’re misled if we think, as many readers have, that a friend- 
ship so passionate must be sexual, that only warrior-lovers could grieve 
as Achilles does for Patroclus.^ Whether sexual partners or not, Achilles’ 
grief for Patroclus could not be greater. The Iliad, like much of Creek 
culture, celebrates philia, the bond of friendship, with all its passion 
and shared journeys and recognizes the dignity of grief that comes when 
death or separation breaks the bond. 



3. For a good discussion of this, see Jonathan Shay, Achilles in Vietnam (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1994). 
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In contemporary war, too, where soldiers put themselves at risk to 
defend each other, where Marines risk the living to save the dead or 
those with little breath left, the camaraderie of brothers- and sisters-in- 
arms tempers the sacrifices. Contemporary combat soldiers don’t always 
have time to grieve. In missions where combat rarely stops, where pilots 
catapult from carriers only seconds after learning that the sorties before 
them will never return, where veterans come home in ones and twos 
aboard commercial airlines (as they did from Vietnam) and not en 
masse with their cohorts (as my father did from World War II aboard 
the converted Queen Mary), there is little time or place to sweat tears 
of compassion, yet deferring grief has devastating psychological costs. 

The issues are raised penetratingly by Jonathan Shay in Achilles in 
Vietnam. As a Vietnam veterans’ psychiatrist, he urges that communal 
grief work must again take place, as it did in the aneient world of the 
Iliad, if we are to help soldiers avoid the living death of postcombat 
trauma. Many of his patients say, “I died in Vietnam.” Like Achilles at 
the death of Patroclus, they view themselves as already dead, dead and 
deadened by losing a close friend, “another self,” as Aristotle would say. 

Of course, the. orthodox Stoic might say loss is not real loss if it falls 
outside what we can control through our own effort and virtue. We’d 
do better to change our habits of attachment than to pamper those 
whose false attachments create their losses. But we can learn from 
Stoicism without embracing its strict letter. What we can learn is that 
in the midst of our grieving, we still have a home in the world, connected 
to others whose fellowship and empathy support us, that we have inner 
resources that allow us to stand again after we have fallen. This human 
side of Stoicism can toughen us without robbing us of our humanity. I 
am reminded here of a stony-faced Marine colonel, who confided in 
me one evening that his most wrenching experience in war came not 
on the battlefield but in leaving behind his firstborn, a one-and-a-half- 
year-old boy. Going down to the plane, to begin his unaccompanied 
mission, his guts seized up on him. “I literally became sick to my 
stomach and vomited the whole way. I was violently ill the whole flight.” 
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Another colleague told me that flying planes was easy. He said he 
was even amazed that he was paid to do what he loved. What was agony 
was leaving his wife and child behind. Nothing made that easier. Noth- 
ing could. These are tough warriors, Stoic warriors, but they are made 
of human stuff. They sweat tears of compassion. They heave their guts 
out when they leave their loved ones. 

Other traditions, before and after Stoicism, present a philosophy 
with softer, human lines from the start. So Aristotle emphasizes through- 
out his ethical and political writings that the attachments of friendship 
are an irreducible part of a good life, and to lose a beloved friend is to 
lose part of what counts for happiness. One’s own goodness cannot 
make up the difference, but necessarily relies on the goodness of others 
for completion. Similarly, Judeo-Christian traditions emphasize the 
healing power of love and compassion. In Exodus 15.26, God is por- 
trayed as fearful and awesome, but also for the first time in the biblical 
narrative as a healer, ready to protect the Israelites against disease and 
provide them with water and bread in their forty-days-and-forty-nights 
trek through the wilderness. 

The Stoics may struggle to capture the full palette of emotional 
attachment, but they profoundly recognize our cosmopolitan status in 
the world and stress, in a way significant for military education, the 
respect and empathy required of citizens of the world. Seneca in On 
Anger reminds his interlocutor, Novatus, that he is a citizen, not just of 
his country, but of that greater city of his, that universal commonwealth 
of the cosmos.”* Each of us is a world citizen, the Stoics emphasize, 
following Diogenes the Cynic’s notion of the human as a kosmopolites, 
literally, “cosmic, universal citizen.”^ We are each parts of an extended 



4. Seneca, “On Anger,” 11.31, in Seneca: Moral and Political Essays, John M. 
Cooper and J. F. Procop, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995). 

5. As noted in Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, R. D. Hicks, 
trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1972): 6.63. See also Epictetus, 
Discourses, W. A. Oldfather, trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1925): 
2.10.3,1.9.2. 
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commonwealth and risk our individual integrity when we sever our- 
selves from the fellowship of that community. Marcus Aurelius makes 
the point graphically in terms of a much-used Stoic metaphor of the 
organic body: 

If you have ever seen a dismembered hand or foot or head cut off, 
lying somewhere apart from the rest of the trunk, you have an image 
of what a man makes of himself . . . when he . . . cuts himself off and 
does some unneighborly act ... For you came into the world as a part 
and you have cut yourself off.® 

Thus, on the Stoic view, it is as if we mutilate ourselves when we 
cut ourselves off from the global community. The notion of extended 
world citizenship became relevant to my Navy students as they prepared 
to risk their lives in foreign corners of the world and serve in multina- 
tional coalitions. Many students actively wrestled with what they saw as 
competing views of allegiance— to one’s country and its leaders and to 
one’s allies and their leaders. I recall one student who questioned 
whether he was really obligated to take orders from foreign commanders 
who might head integrated units to which he found himself assigned. 
His ultimate loyalty, he insisted, was to the Constitution of the United 
States, and after that, through a chain of command from the com- 
mander-in-chief to American commanders. In swearing to uphold the 
American Constitution he had not explicitly sworn to serve NATO or 
other international coalitions or agreements. This student wasn’t alone 
in his skepticism. Many midshipmen, on their initiation day as plebes, 
have only the faintest idea that in swearing to uphold the Constitution 
they are pledging to a broader kind of world citizenship. The most 
compelling rebuttal to their skepticism often came from officers at the 
Academy who had themselves served in foreign coalitions as part of 
their military duty in the Persian Culf and Bosnia. Many were engaged 
in training other nationals for more cohesive membership in coalitions. 

6. Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, A. S. L. Farquharson, trans. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1989): 8.34. 
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Most understood implicitly that patriotism to country is not undermined 
by broader community allegiances. One can be fervently loyal to coun- 
try and still serve under or command foreign officers who are part of 
broader international coalitions. Marcus Aurelius commanding troops 
and writing his memoirs today would most likely guard against a patri- 
otism that demands narrow nationalism. For a nation and its military 
to sever itself from the larger alliance of nations would be an act of self- 
mutilation, a dismemberment of hand or foot from the whole body. 

The Stoic Hierocles, writing in the first century A.D., adverts to the 
notion of cosmopolitanism as follows: “Each one of us [is] entirely 
encompassed by many circles, some smaller, others larger . . . The first 
circle contains parents, siblings, wife, and children.” As we move out- 
ward, we move through grandparents, to neighbors, to fellow tribesmen 
and citizens, and ultimately to the whole human race. He insists that it 
is incumbent upon each of us “to draw the circles together somehow 
towards the center,” to respect people from the outer circles as though 
they were from the inner. We are to do this “by zealously transferring 
those from the enclosing circles to the enclosed ones,” to bring what is 
far to what is near, “to reduce the distance of the relationship with each 
person.”^ 

Hierocles himself neither tells us exactly how we are to psycholog- 
ically assimilate those in outer circles with inner ones so that we can 
come to identify with their circumstances, nor does he explore the 
nature of our duties, military or otherwise, in terms of which we show 
respect for others as we move outward in those circles. Later philoso- 
phers, themselves influenced by the Stoics, fill in the psychological 
story. We can do no better than turn to Adam Smith, the eighteenth- 
century Scottish Enlightenment writer. Sympathy, Smith argues, is a 
cognitive transport, a cognitive moment of becoming another. In his 
apt words, it involves “trading places in fancy,” requiring an active 

7. See A. A. Long and D. N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, Vol. 1 (Cam- 
bridge; Cambridge University Press, 1987); 349. 
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transference of the mind onto another, a simulation or role-play of what 
it is like to be another in his or her circumstances. “To beat time” to 
another’s breast, he says, requires a projective capacity by which we 
imagine another’s case: 

As we have no immediate experience of what other men feel, we can 
form no idea of the manner in which they are affected, but by con- 
ceiving of what we ourselves should feel in the like situation. Though 
our brother is upon the rack, as long as we ourselves are at our ease 
our senses will never inform us of what he suffers. They never did, 
and never can, carry us beyond our own person, and it is by the 
imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his 
sensations. ... It is the impressions of our own senses only, not those 
of his, which our imaginations copy. By the imagination we place 
ourselves in his situation, we conceive ourselves enduring all the same 
torments, we enter, as it were, into his body and become in some 
measure the same person with him; and thence form some idea of his 
sensations, and even feel something which, though weaker in degree, 
is not altogether unlike them.® 

The description brilliantly presages what contemporary philoso- 
phers of mind and cognitive psychologists now refer to as a “simulation” 
process by which we come to identify with others and, in some sense, 
“read” their minds. But again, we do well if we not only go forward in 
time, but backward. Smith was an avid reader of Cicero (as were most 
philosophers of the enlightenment period), and the notion of “placing 
ourselves in another’s situation” becomes far clearer if we bring to bear 
Cicero’s notion, in On Duties, of the different personae we wear.^ To 
read another’s mind one must “recenter” oneself on another, by imag- 
ining, as Cicero would put it, the shared personae we all have as rational 



8. Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Indianapolis: Liberty Classics, 
1976 [1759]): 47-48. 

9. M. T. Griffin and E. M. Atkins, eds. On Duties (Cambridge, Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1991): I.96ff. For a very helpful commentary, see Christopher Gill, “Per- 
sonhood and Personality: The Four-PmonneTheory in Cicero, De Officiis I” in Oxford 
Studies in Ancient Philosophy, Vo/. V/ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988). 
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human beings, but also the personae we wear that are different from 
person to person. To empathize with or simply understand others, we 
must imagine what it is like to be another with distinctive temperaments 
and talents, in another’s situation and circumstances, living life with 
life choices. It is not just that we “change” circumstances; we also 
change who we are in those circumstances. Thus, we don’t simply put 
ourselves in others’ shoes. We imagine ourselves as others in their own 
shoes. Sometimes we do this almost unconsciously. But at other times, 
as Hierocles says, we must keep zealously working at the transference. 

We don’t tend to think of the contemporary warrior as a “cosmopol- 
itan” of this sort, but this is a central part of ancient Stoic teaching, and 
one that current-day warriors need to embrace as they increasingly face 
the demands of international coalitions and long-term peacekeeping 
missions in foreign countries. It is a notion we all need to take to heart 
as the demands of global citizenship become more and more a reality. 




Sound Bodies and Sound Minds 

Stoicism within the military revives another ancient Greek educational 
theme — the belief that strong bodies and minds must be cultivated 
together. Even in leg irons, with a broken leg and in solitary prison, Jim 
Stockdale forced himself to do more than a hundred sit-ups each morn- 
ing. Controlling his own body, in the face of relentless torture and 
deprivation, was his way of staying alive and sane. He lived and breathed 
the Stoic doctrine that effort, endurance, and inner virtue are major 
components of human goodness. Self-endurance began with gaining 
control back of his own body, even in shackles. 

For a public obsessed with consumption and consumer products, 
hungry for epicurean novelties but tired of pleats of adipose, the 
stripped-down life of military endurance and discipline offers an attrac- 
tive tonic. Whether at eighteen or fifty, the military officer makes phys- 
ical discipline part of the daily regimen. It shows up in the unmistakable, 
steel-gripped handshake, in workout regimens that begin or end each 
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day, in physical training tests and weigh-ins that are part of a military 
record. All of my students participated in sports at the end of each class 
day, and most had additional workout regimens. The retired officers I 
worked with closely kept up their training, sporting youthful bodies well 
into their late sixties. My office suite mate, retired Adm. “Bud” Edney, 
a former pilot and commander in chief (CINC) of the North Atlantic 
region, became an avid spinner with his wife in his retirement years, 
and kept up with his biking and skiing as family activities. Adm. Larson, 
the four-star superintendent of the Naval Academy during my term, had 
a workout schedule in his home that began each day before 6 a.m. 
Others, who were once submariners and consigned to a treadmill on 
board, vowed now only to run outdoors, however inclementthe weather. 

For the military, strong bodies are mission-critical. The military 
trains warriors to have the strength to endure on the battlefield and the 
stamina to test human limits. Marine boot camp epitomizes the goal. 
The eleven-week moral and physical training culminates with what is 
called the crucible, two days of sleep and food deprivation, followed by 
an obstacle course in grueling environmental conditions. Survival is 
group survival. The goal is for the team to return as a team, even if it 
means coming home on the back of another. 

As civilians, how should we view physical fitness when strong bodies 
are not exactly mission-critical, when there aren’t jungles to pass 
through, daily thirty-mile hikes to endure, ammunition, persons, and 
bodies to carry to safety? In most white-collar professions, fit bodies are 
simply not part of the job description — legs of steel and arms of iron 
are neither here nor there. True, how we look in our clothes might 
subtly matter for job success, but there is nothing like the ubiquitous 
(if unwritten) military requirement to look good in a uniform. 

This misses the obvious point. Civilian fitness is mission-critical in 
the very sense that any sort of healthy living requires it. Current worries 
about the significant rise of child and adult obesity are not misplaced. 
We need weight that doesn’t overly tax vital organs, a strong heart to 
pump enough oxygen, adequate release of endorphins, serotonin, and 
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other hormones to give us vitality and zest, bones that are dense enough 
to bear our own weight, and so on. 

Ancient Greek and Roman thought is again an important source of 
guidance. For Plato and Aristotle, the great Greek philosophers who 
preceded the Stoics, virtue is as much a disposition toward self as toward 
others, and care of self includes how we care for our bodies. Temper- 
ance, for Aristotle, is a kind of internalized control in which we no 
longer have excessive bodily appetites and can moderate ourselves with- 
out much internal conflict. In short, we master indulgence and its 
impulses— lose the temptation, as one might say, to do otherwise. The 
prior developmental step is egkrateia, self-control or continence. Here 
we master appetite, but not without active struggle and forbearance. 
When we lapse from either of these forms of control, we are akratic, 
literally lacking in control or weak-willed. Appetite gets the better of 
judgment when we know what is best, but act against our knowledge. 
We avert our eyes. At times, Aristotle (and before him, Socrates) suggests 
that weakness of will is a kind of ignorance. But we do best to think of 
it as motivated ignorance. We are ignorant only in the sense that we 
don’t want to be reminded of what we know to be best. 

Plato’s dialogue. The Republic, has long influenced Western culture 
in its advocacy of an early education that includes gymnastics as well as 
music. But Plato insists that in the best education “the exercises and 
toils of gymnastics” are not mere “means to muscle;”" like music, 
bodybuilding is a way of shaping the psyche as well. It is a way of building 
mental discipline and spiritedness, a way of storing the general habit 
and procedures of control in mind as well as in muscle memory. The 
lessons of athletics are wasted, Plato insists, if their point is only to make 
a body more chiseled or agile. I have heard similar remarks from college 
athletic coaches who encourage young people to go into sports, not 



10. See his discussion in Nicomachean Ethics, VII. 3, Davis Ross, trans. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998): V11.3. 

11. Plato’s Republic, G. Grube, trans. (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1974): Book 111. 
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simply to become athletes, but to become individuals who have inter- 
nalized the rigors of discipline and self-control. As Cicero remarks, 
strength of soul resembles “the strength and sinews and effectiveness of 
the body.”’^ 

In the contemporary world of the military, temperance and bodily 
fitness are monitored by external judges who test and keep records, who 
have the power to remove a sailor or marine if there is a lapse. Some of 
that surveillance can be harsh and, at times, insensitive to personal and 
gender differences. Women’s bodies, by nature more fat-rich than 
men s, pose difficult challenges for the military in measuring body fat. 
Shortly after I left the Naval Academy, a woman who was an exemplary 
student and recipient of a prestigious prize for an ethics essay was 
eventually dismissed from the Academy on the grounds that her body 
fat exceeded the appropriate standard for her height. Even if the charts 
are different for men and women, the danger in a male culture, espe- 
cially one that so prizes uniformity and cohesion, is that women will be 
shoehorned into male molds. For years, the military struggled with what 
sort of physical fitness requirements to impose on women, given wo- 
men’s different centers of gravity and strength. Standards now in place 
reflect reasonable gender differences, but resentment still lingers among 
some men that women are getting off the hook too easily. The reply to 
these complaints, as one of my colleagues at the Naval Academy once 
said, is easy. Ask the guy who objects to the women’s standards if he 
would like his acceptable weight range pegged to the womens charts. 
Silence usually ensues. 

In the civilian world, physical fitness and bodily health are more a 
matter of private virtue. Doctors have always taken records of weight 
and height and, in recent years, increasingly discuss smoking, diet, 
exercise, and alcohol consumption with patients. Their influence is 
typically at the level of recommendation rather than requirement. By 

12. ). E. King, trans.,Tuscu/(2nDzs/3utations (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1927): IV. 13. 30. 
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and large, the disciplined care of one’s body sits squarely on one’s own 
shoulders. Like most provinces of morality that fall outside legal pur- 
view, it is one’s own business. This is as it should be. And yet with one 
out of two Americans overweight, the virtue of temperance seems to 
have become a personal virtue that is viewed as optional. “Self-indul- 
gence is a human condition,” Seneca writes, “even if in some pleasures 
wild animals are more intemperate than humans.”*^ As with most vir- 
tues, temperance corrects a standing human condition, in this case, the 
tendency toward excessive appetite on the one hand, or bodily neglect 
on the other. We might add, temperance also corrects overcontrol. 

If the Stoics are to offer inspiration, then the lesson to celebrate is 
not human control in excess, but in moderation. The Stoics constantly 
remind us how and in what way we have more dominion than we might 
at first think, whether it be in the physical sphere, moral, or emotional 
arena. But no plausible Stoicism can urge that we have unlimited 
dominion, even over our own virtue. 

Good Manners, Good Morals 

Strong characters and bodies are part of the military appeal, but so are 
manners. For those who believe manners build morals, the military 
offers the lesson in spades. At the mealtime formation at the Academy, 
visitors line up daily to see a brigade of crisply pressed uniforms and 
taut, straight bodies. Officers and midshipmen generally greet civilians 
with a “sir” or “ma’am,” locked eye gaze, and firm handshake. They are 
helpful and courteous, polite and civil. The question that came to nag 
me as an ethicist was “how deep does surface conduct go?” Do manners 
lead to morals, etiquette to ethics? Should the civilian world, baffled by 
the degeneration of civility in public life, take better notice of the role 
of decorum in military culture? Is good conduct a part of good char- 

1 3. J. M. Cooper and J. F. Procop, eds., “On Anger" in Seneca: Moral and Political 
Essays (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995): 1.3. 
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acter? It is easy to be skeptical here. Codes of conduct are highly local. 
What one group finds a pleasing sign of respect, another may find overly 
formal or off-putting. Given the variability of conduct codes across 
cultures, how can behavior that is so culture-specific get to the heart of 
what matters morally? Moreover, much military conduct is mindless 
drill and compliance motivated by fear of those higher up in the chain 
of command. Can motivation so pegged to punishment still help an 
individual achieve inner virtue? 

These legitimate concerns are not easily dismissed. They are criti- 
cisms most civilians would bring to a military environment, myself 
included. Yet I have become persuaded that the military is right in 
thinking that manners matter. Like moral acts such as helping or res- 
cuing, showing courage or generosity, moral manners are also ways we 
routinely express our concern or respect for others. To look another in 
the eye but not stare them down, to listen without interrupting, to be 
mindful of what would offend, insult, or shame are in many cultures 
simply ways to acknowledge others as worthy of respect. True, certain 
manners may have more local coinage than others, but the fact that 
codes of etiquette vary culturally and that some codes are morally 
problematic does not generally impugn the connection of a good code 
of etiquette with morality.*'* 

Stoic teachings are again instructive here. Seneca writes a lengthy, 
seven-book treatise on the subject of how to give and receive favors. It 
is a subject we might think, at first blush, befitting only the interests of 
Miss Manners and her readership. But as we read “On Favours,” Seneca 
shows us how the matter is central to morality and crucial for human 
fellowship. Even a Stoic, bent on hardscrabble integrity and self-reli- 
ance, has an obligation to give and take gifts with grace: “When we have 
decided to accept [a gift], we should do so cheerfully. We should express 
our delight and make it obvious to our benefactor. We must show our 



14. For a lively discussion, see Sarah Buss, “Appearing Respectful: The Moral 
Significance of Etiquette,” in Philosophy and Public Affairs (1999). 
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gratitude by pouring out our feelings and bearing witness to them, not 
only in his presence but everywhere.”*^ These attitudes are part of how 
we care for others and show our gratitude when cared for. Similarly, in 
On Duties, Cicero limns in considerable detail how “our standing, our 
walking, our sitting and our reclining, our countenances, our eyes and 
the movements of our hands” all are the outward expressions of our 
character.*^ Moreover, the Stoics hold that moral virtue requires a pro- 
gression that moves from doing actions because they are appropriate 
and externally in accord with rules of right action, to doing actions that 
are right because they are motivated by virtue itself. What is mere good 
conduct in one person can in another be a morally worthy action 
because of its motivation. 

Even if we grant the contribution of good manners to good morals, 
we might still doubt whether the military is the right model to watch. 
Consider Robert Duvall, playing the role of career officer in the movie 
The Great Santini. He painfully discovers that he can be the military 
colonel at home to his wife and children only at risk of losing them. He 
takes the gamble, for he knows no other way of winning respect. (Sim- 
ilarly, one midshipman told me after returning from Thanksgiving break 
that he was confused at home as to how to address his parents. Should 
he call them, “Sir” or “Ma’am” as he does his commanding officers, or 
just “Mom” and Dad” as he always has? The appropriate forms of respect 
had become fuzzy in his mind.) 

Santini’s notion of respect is based on hierarchy and rank as cap- 
tured by the idea that a military person salutes the uniform, not the 
person, and the uniform higher up in the chain of command. (The 
sight is a common one at the Naval Academy as students with almost 
mechanically hinged forearms salute officers whom they pass in the 



1 5. J. M. Cooperand J. F. Procop, eds. “On Favours” in Seneca: Moral and Political 
Essays (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1995): 11.22. 

16. M. T. Criffin and E. M. Atkins, eds. “On Duties” using Cicero: On Duties 
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yard.) Outside the military, respect is a more democratic notion. Parents 
and elders may deserve special honor, but all, simply as persons, are 
worthy of basic respect. Moreover, respect in the civilian world is often 
conveyed in caring about the feelings of others, that one not shame, 
humiliate, or slight insofar as such attitudes offend a person’s dignity. 
This is certainly an underlying theme in Seneca’s treatise, “On Fa- 
vours,” but it is the rare commander who is terribly worried about the 
nuances of hurt feelings or squashed egos. Most officers would contend 
that a goodly amount of ego deflation is requisite for strong unit cohesion 
and achievement of the mission. Finally, there’s the nagging issue of 
appearance, so critical to the military. Appearing respectful matters. Yet, 
why put so much emphasis on the pretense and artifice of behavior? 
Why reward the person who may be only a hypocrite or dissembler? 
Moreover, how does a straight back or hair pinned impeccably in place 
actually reflect on the goodness of a soul? In the ladies’ room at the 
Academy, I saw women fix each strand of hair in place with bobby pins 
and spray so that not a wisp fell below regulation shoulder length. They 
clearly cared about the well-groomed look of an officer. 

What underlies such care for decorum other than the desire to 
please? Both Cicero and Seneca argue that much decorum is under- 
pinned by a desire to please and to take others’ opinions into account.'^ 
They don’t explicitly defend the stance, but imply that some degree of 
concern for how one is viewed is intimately connected with respect for 
others. Desiring to be agreeable, not to offend or disdain, not to slight, 
is part of what is involved in taking another seriously. We oughtn’t make 
ourselves servile in the task or violate our own views of what is morally 
right in order not to offend. In cases where there is no conflict, concern 
for another at the level of emotional and formal comportment seems a 
part of moral respect for them. For this reason manners matter. 

Even Immanuel Kant, the eighteenth-century German Enlight- 
enment philosopher, notorious for his austere Stoic-inspired philosophy 

17. See for example, Seneca, “On Favours,” 11.1-2, 11.13; “On Duties,” 1.93-124. 
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of duty, urges that duty is not just inner virtue but a matter of manner 
and affect as well: 

No matter how insignificant these laws of refined humanity may seem, 
especially in comparison with pure moral laws, anything that pro- 
motes sociability, even if it consists only in pleasing maxims or man- 
ners, is a garment that dresses virtue to advantage, a garment to be 
recommended to virtue in more serious respects too.*® 



Controlling Anger and Rage 

It is often said that anger is the underbelly of courage, that it mobilizes 
us to fight, that we need to keep the flame of anger kindled to be warriors. 
Cicero rehearses the view: “no stern commands” can rally ourselves or 
others, whether on the battlefield or off, “without something of the keen 
edge of irascibility.” Irascibility is “the whetstone of bravery.”’^ Both 
Cicero and Seneca deny the claim. Indeed, the Stoics argue strenuously 
that anger and rage are pernicious emotions that do more damage than 
good. “No plague has cost the human race more,” Seneca says in his 
famous treatise, “On Anger.” A true Stoic warrior doesn’t rely on anger 
to fight his battles. 

Part of the problem with anger, according to the Stoics, is that it 
can’t easily be moderated — once turned on, it can’t easily be turned off. 
It is a runaway passion, the Stoics say, whose stride outpaces the com- 
mand of reason. It is “the most rabid and unbridled of all emotions,”^** 
says Seneca. It perverts the body and mind, and literally disfigures the 
face. Seneca is graphic in his portrait. Those who are angry have 

eyes ablaze and glittering, a deep flush over all the face as blood boils 
up from the vitals, quivering lips, teeth pressed together, bristling hair 



18. Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, Mary ] . Gregor, trans. (The Hague: 
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standing on end, breath drawn in and hissing, the Crackle of writhing 
limbs, groans and bellowing. . . .the hideous horrifying face of swollen 
self-degradation— you would hardly know whether to call the vice 
hateful or ugly.^‘ 

Seneca insists that we can control this hideous frenzy and rid ourselves 
of its corrosive effects by a bold straightforward method: let go of the 
kinds of attachments to honor or reputation, or victory or wealth, which 
when threatened make us angry. These are not real goods, he teaches, 
following ancient Stoic doctrine. True, the Stoics concede, they are the 
kinds of goods that we might like to have and that we prefer rather than 
not prefer, but having them adds nothing substantive to our happiness. 
They are not genuine parts of happiness which in the Stoic view (which 
closely follows Socrates’ teachings) is only a function of inner virtue. Its 
prosperity is the prosperity of virtue, not of wealth, fortune, or the 
opinions of others. 

The full Stoic view may be hard to swallow. We do depend on 
others’ opinions of us, and think our reputation in a community matters. 
We would be different creatures, far less social and communal, far less 
able to achieve the very Stoic goals of community and fellowship, if we 
were indifferent to others’ praise and blame, compliments or slights. 
We couldn’t raise children without praise and blame from parents. Yet, 
in holding that certain emotions, like anger, involve mistaken values, 
the Stoics presuppose something more fundamental and more reveal- 
ing, namely, that emotions are themselves evaluations or appraisals, 
ways of judging the world. Aristotle holds that emotions involve 
construals about the world, though on his position those construals are 
neither systematically false nor misleading.^^ They are part and parcel 
of knowing the world accurately and wisely — a view that has been 
reappropriated by contemporary cognitive psychologists. In that view, 
emotions involve cognitive assessments of the environment that lead to 

21. Ibid., 1.2. 
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arousal and desiderative responses. So sadness involves an appraisal that 
I have been hurt, love the idea that he is attractive, or pity the thought 
that someone has suffered unjustly. The Stoics go whole hog, though, 
in holding that emotions are nothing but beliefs, and consequently, 
that we can change emotions in their entirety by changing beliefs. There 
is no remainder. We might say they are the first to advocate a thorough- 
going cognitive therapy as a method of emotional change. Under their 
aegis, the particular form that cognitive therapy takes is philosophical 
dialectic. “Row the oars of dialectic,” Cicero says, if you are to transform 
the soul.^^ 

Few of us hold with the Stoics that emotions are nothing but beliefs 
or as corrigible as them. Nor are we likely to endorse the Stoic doctrine 
that the kind of beliefs emotions involve predominantly embody false 
values. Rather, most of us probably think, with Aristotle and current 
cognitive psychologists, that emotions often give us truthful views of the 
world, even if sometimes exaggerated or magnified. We also tend to 
think that the desires that lace emotions and the physiological arousals 
expressive of emotions make for states that are as much body as mind 
and hence hard to relinquish by a sheer act of will. Few of us are ready 
to embrace wholeheartedly the Stoic doctrine that all goods other than 
the pure goodness of our souls ought to be matters of complete indif- 
ference to us, things from which we can fully detach in a search for a 
meaningful life. Yet despite the harshness of some of their views, the 
Stoics propound a view that we are likely to have considerable sympathy 
with, and this is that to some degree, emotions embody ways of thinking 
about the world and evaluating it. Emotions judge the world, and when 
we subtly shift those ways of thinking (i.e., stop thinking that something 
is an offense, loss, injury, or attraction), we shift our emotional states. 
What most of us probably dispute is that the cognitive shift is itself 
sufficient for an emotional shift, that feeling can be reduced to believing. 



23. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations, J. E. King, trans. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 
University Press, 1945). 




125 



Educating the Stoic Warrior 107 



We now need to return to the original specific Stoic claim that 
anger is an emotion needing extirpation. Can a Stoic, who roots out all 
anger, be trained to kill? Does this feature of a Stoic education make 
sense for a military person? I would suggest the harder conceptual 
problem is not in considering the possibility that a warrior lacks anger, 
but that a virtuous person is devoid of all anger. To be a soldier, de- 
fending principle, abiding by rules of engagement, cognizant of the 
constraints of just war and just conduct in war embodied in such doc- 
uments as the Law of Land warfare or the Geneva Conventions, in fact, 
requires a principled response to the demands of warfare. To act out of 
frenzy or rage, to systematically dehumanize the enemy in the way that 
anger toward an enemy often requires, for a commander to incite his 
troops by bloody thirst for revenge, for a pilot to be battle-happy in a 
way that makes him nonchalant about the no-fly zone, is to risk running 
afoul of the moral framework of war. No one can fight without the 
adrenaline rush of aggression and competitive spirit, and it is a drill 
sergeant’s job to push his troops to know those emotions well. But that 
physiological arousal may not itself be underpinned by the kinds of 
judgments that Seneca claims underlie irascibility and rage. 

Even if we can conceive of a warrior who fights best because of 
principle rather than anger, can we conceive of a virtuous person who 
leaves behind his senses of anger, moral indignation, and outrage? 
Consider retired Chief Warrant Officer Hugh Thompson, the man 
some have called the hero of My Lai.^‘* On March 16, 1968, he was 
flying his observation helicopter when he spotted several wounded 
people on the ground and a dike where a group of GIs approached an 
injured, unarmed woman of about twenty. Later one officer prodded 
the woman with his foot, then killed her. Minutes later Thompson saw 
dozens of bodies in an irrigation ditch, their writhing movements sug- 
gesting that some were still alive. American infantrymen beside the 



24. For my account, I have drawn on the report by Michael Hilton and Kevin Sim 
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ditch were taking a cigarette break from battle, taking off their steel 
helmets for a moment of respite. Several minutes later, he saw one of 
the sergeants shooting at people in the ditch and his worst fears were 
confirmed. With his side gunner, Larry Colburn, and his crew chief, 
Glenn Andreotta, Thompson landed the helicopter, telling Colburn to 
“open up “ on the GFs— “open up on ’em, blow ’em away”— if they 
opened fire at him as he intervened. 

After some thirty years of silence, the Army belatedly decorated 
Hugh Thompson with the prestigious Soldier’s Medal for his valor on 
that day in My Lai. Shortly after, he visited Annapolis for a public 
address, and we spent some time talking together. What were those 
moments of sighting the massacre at My Lai like, I asked. What did he 
feel? In carefully chosen words, he remembered thinking that what he 
witnessed was much like Nazi behavior during the Holocaust. At the 
time, he thought American soldiers didn’t behave that way. They didn’t 
commit genocide. He had shared similar thoughts with the midshipmen 
that day, and the traces of anger and disbelief were still visible in his 
face and audible in his voice as he recalled approaching the GIs wield- 
ing weapons against innocents. He himself didn’t use the words “moral 
outrage,” but it was clear that his judgments about the horrors he saw 
that day were the judgments that constitute moral anger. Thirty years 
later, upon returning to the village of My Lai for a memorial, he was 
met by one of the village women who survived the slayings. He remem- 
bered her then as a young mother. She was now a frail, aging woman. 
She yanked at Thompson’s sleeve and implored, “Why did the Ameri- 
can GI’s kill my family? Why? Why were they different from you?” He 
broke down in tears and said, “I don’t know. I don’t know. That is not 
how I was taught to behave. 

If we follow Seneca, do we support an education that would have 
forced Thompson to look on with dispassionate disinterest, a kind of 
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Stoic apathy, that could incite neither rage nor grief? Would we root 
out the core of Thompson’s virtue and humanity? Seneca himself is 
inconsistent on the point. Anger is the clear enemy in his essay, yet he 
closes his piece with the following exhortation, “While we still draw 
breath, while we still remain among human beings, let us cultivate our 
humanity.”^^ A Stoicism committed to the cultivation of humanity and 
human fellowship cannot, in fact, eliminate all human anger. As fren- 
zied and blinding as anger’s outbursts are, as dehumanizing as rage can 
be, anger expressed in the right way at the right time is the sure sign of 
humanity. Aristotle, not the Stoics, got this point right: anger can be 
morally fine and praiseworthy. If the Stoics improve upon Aristotle it is 
in reminding us that emotions are, more often than we think, a matter 
of our responsibility. The Stoics urge that the emotions are volitional 
states. We are not just affected when we suffer emotions, but as the 
Stoics put it, we yield or give assent to certain judgments implicit in 
those emotions. Even if we reluctantly embrace a notion of emotions 
as voluntary, it is undeniable that over time we have considerable do- 
minion over how we respond emotionally. We take charge of how we 
cultivate our humanity, including, I would add, our anger. 

Conclusion 

The Stoics offer important lessons for the military, and, I would urge, 
for civilians as well. They give guidance in shaping a character educa- 
tion that takes seriously the values of discipline and self-mastery, while 
recognizing our dependence upon others not only in small communi- 
ties, but also globally. We have seen that Stoic lessons of self-sufficiency 
and self-mastery are crucial antidotes to the indulgences of consumer- 

26. “On Anger,” III.43. For an insightful discussion of “On Anger,” see Martha 
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ism and appetite that plague the contemporary scene. The point is not 
to idealize the life of deprivation or slavery (as a Stoic like Epictetus 
may seem sometimes to do), but rather to cultivate the inner resources 
and virtues that allow for a measure of control in the face of strong 
temptations and hard losses. The Stoic wisdom is that we have dominion 
in more areas of our lives than we acknowledge. Our physical strength 
can be built, our emotions affect us, but we also regulate them and 
learn habits of mind and expression that convey our cares. 

The Stoics make the latter point by suggesting that proper emotions 
are forms of judgment that we openly accept and willfully allow. In the 
case of an emotion like anger, they say we can control the judgments 
we consent to and endorse. We have seen how this stance has both 
attractions and dangers. We know without being card-carrying Stoics 
that reflection allows us to revise overly hasty views about what may 
annoy, insult, or offend, and that these revised judgments help us to 
change how we feel, in some cases releasing us from the grip of unrea- 
sonable anger. The Stoics, however, insist that all anger is poisoned and 
that the truly virtuous person is rid entirely of its venom, but we have 
argued against this extreme view. Anger can also show its face as moral 
outrage, indignation, and a sense of injustice. There are human mo- 
ments when anger is precisely the right response, however much we 
may lose ourselves in the reaction. Similarly it is so for grief, compassion, 
and love. Perhaps the Stoic lesson is that there are ways of recovering 
our mastery even after we have let go, forms of resilience and self- 
governance that allow for stability in the face of the strongest winds. 

The Stoics also insist upon our cosmopolitan status as citizens of 
the universe, not isolated individuals or isolated nations. Military and 
civic education must emphasize not only loyalty to country, but also 
loyalty to values beyond national borders. My midshipmen needed 
reminders of their broader citizenship in the urgent circumstance of 
chain of command: from whom should they take orders? For many, the 
question of whom to respect, obey, and assist are more diffuse, but the 
young civilian, no less than the junior military officer, needs to know 
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that moral obligations and wider circles of allegiance extend beyond 
national borders. It is not just our economy that is global, but in a 
pointed way, our moral community as well. 

I have turned to the military as a case study for exploring Stoicism 
and have done so upon the military's own lead. Many Navy officers I 
have worked with have implicitly and explicitly embraced Stoicism for 
guidance. I argue that we have much to reap from the rich Stoic texts. 
But I also urge a critical attitude in the face of more orthodox Stoic 
tenets. The task as moral educators is to shape a Stoicism with a human 
face. As Coriolanus, Shakespeare's legendary Stoic warrior realized, “it 
is no little thing to make mine eyes to sweat compassion.” 
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A Communitarian 
Position on 
Character Education 



Amitai Etzioni 



America's moral and social fabric is weakening. Too often we de- 
mand rights without assuming responsibilities, pursue entitlements 
while shying away from obligations. More broadly, as the increase in 
antisocial behavior over the last decades indicates, we have lost our 
commitment to values we all share and few new ones have arisen to 
replace those that were lost. 

We should not treat violence, drug abuse, illegitimacy, promiscuity, 
abusive attitudes toward people of different backgrounds, alcoholism, 
poor academic performance, and other social maladies as isolated phe- 
nomena. They reflect several social factors, but key among them is 
weakness of character— the inability to resist temptation and adhere to 
prosocial values. Communitarians maintain that values do not fly on 

This piece draws, to a limited extent, on Amitai Etzioni, The Spirit of Community (New 
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their own wings. To shore up our moral foundations we must pay 
attention to the social institutions that undergird our values. These 
include the family, schools, the community (including voluntary asso- 
ciations and places of worship), and society (as a community of com- 
munities). 

The focus here is on one institution, the school. Given that roughly 
88 percent of students still attend public schools, they are what this 
examination deals with. It is assumed that even if families— whose 
societal task is to introduce children to moral values and lay the foun- 
dation of their characters— work perfectly, schools still need to round 
off the task. Given the burden and challenges parents face, they are 
rarely able to perform their job fully and hence even more responsibility 
falls on schools. It follows that schools should make the development 
of good character one of their primary responsibilities. 

Those who consider such a mission at the obvious center of edu- 
cation should note that for quite a few years pressure has been growing 
to dedicate ever more resources, energy, and time to teaching ever- 
younger children academics. Newly introduced tests, on academic sub- 
jects, and drives to teach preschool children to read, all add to the 
neglect of attention to character education in public schools. 



Principles of Gharacter Education: An Overview 
Here are the high points: 

1. Values education is a crucial part of public education that 
should be fostered in schools. There cannot be a value-free or 
value-neutral education. Schools must supplement the moral 
education provided at home, especially when homes are not 
intact. 

2. Character-building is at the root of upholding values. Without 
character education, merely knowing what is right is no assur- 
ance that we will do it and incorporate these values into our 
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lives. Critical to developing character are the two capabilities 
of self-discipline and empathy. Self-discipline is required be- 
cause without it individuals cannot control their impulses and 
will grow up to be uncivil, unethical, and ineffectual. External 
controls are needed up to a point but if extended beyond that 
point, they undermine the cultivation of self-discipline. Em- 
pathy, the capacity to walk in another person’s shoes, is also 
essential. It is at the foundation of many values, and without it 
those who are self-disciplined might commit themselves to 
nefarious purposes. 

3. Character education should imbue students with the full range 
of school experiences— the human curriculum as well as the 
academic curriculum. It should not be limited to classes on 
civics, nor is it only a matter of curriculum content. The way 
sports are conducted, grades are allotted, teachers behave, and 
corridors and parking lots are monitored all import moral mes- 
sages and significantly affect character development. 

The preceding observations inform the following specific com- 
ments. 

Extracurricular activities, especially sports, should not be consid- 
ered extra, but a vital part of education. We must strive to develop 
stronger ties between these activities and character development. Sport 
is important not merely for a healthy body and as a substitute for street 
activities, but also a way to learn to play by the rules, bond, develop 
camaraderie, and much more. 

The ways schools deal with infractions is of special significance for 
character education. Schools that ignore petty violence, gross disorder 
in the corridors, cafeteria and parking areas, disrespect for the teacher 
and the facilities, are undermining character education. The same holds 
for schools that hand out rewards (especially grades) too easily, provide 
automatic promotion and graduation, and allot rewards on the basis of 
nonachievement-based considerations. Peer mentoring of students and 
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patrols of shared spaces, guided by professionals, is a promising way to 
enhance character education. 

Schools should teach those values shared by the community, such 
as veracity and treating others with dignity. The teaching of values 
particularly dear to the heart of subgroups should be reserved for reli- 
gious and other private schools. The suggestion that there are only few 
such values, or that shared commitment to them holds only as long as 
they remain highly abstract, is not in line with the facts. 

A public school should teach about the social role and historical 
significance of religion but not advocate a particular religion. One ought 
to support efforts such as those of the Williamsburg Charter to find 
common ground on religious issues that divide us and to find space in 
schools to discuss these issues. 

“Value-free” sex education is unacceptable. Teaching family values 
without information about ways to prevent transmission of disease and 
unwanted pregnancies is dangerous. We need education for interper- 
sonal relations, family life, and intimacy that provides a normative 
context for sex education and shares age-appropriate specific informa- 
tion on the subject. Students should learn about the value of delaying 
sexual involvement and the merits of abstinence while receiving con- 
traception information to protect them and others if they do become 
sexually active. The second message need not cancel out the first one. 

Schools within Communities 

Schools are often expected to correct society’s ills but the opposite must 
be considered. Schools need all the external help that can be marshaled 
to discharge their duties. Parents and other community members and 
institutions should see themselves as partners rather than as outsiders. 

Parents should be deeply involved in all aspects of formulating and 
implementing school policies, curricula, discipline, community service 
and, above all, values issues. While teachers’ and other educators’ pro- 
fessional knowledge should be heeded, on matters of character the voice 
of parents and communities should take precedence, within constitu- 
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tional limits as long as the policies favored do not pose a danger to life 
and limb. (For example, a school may well favor turning the school into 
a gun-free zone and oppose a community that favors allowing students 
to carry concealed weapons.) 

One should support community schools that also serve as com- 
munity centers. Schools should gradually shift to remain open more 
months a year, longer hours, and even during weekends. This cannot 
^^e done overnight, but the farmers’ calendar is no longer useful. 

Community service, when properly conducted, can be an effective 
means of developing civic commitments and skills by doing rather than 
by merely studying. Although community service should be the prac- 
ticum for civics, imposing it on students defeats the purpose of devel- 
oping the taste for volunteerism. 

Greater integrationmiust be achieved between work and schooling. 
Educators need to search for ways to connect schooling with activities 
that make sense to young people. Many businesses that employ high 
school students part-time ought to recognize that they are educators as 
well. These early work experiences will either reinforce responsible 
habits and attitudes or serve as lessons in poor civics and deficient work 
ethics. Corporations and small businesses should work with schools to 
better structure employment opportunities for adolescents to build char- 
acter and prepare them for their futures. 

Schools should be viewed as nascent communities. Students and 
teachers should have the same basic goals and should be discouraged 
from approaching one another in an adversarial or legalistic fashion. 
Although the basic rights of students must be fully respected, maintain- 
ing civility in schools should not require full court hearings and the 
cross-examination of witnesses when disciplining students. Simplified 
hearings, limited appeals, mediating, and similar measures are more 
appropriate for a school setting. We prefer that disruptive students re- 
ceive more education rather than banishment. However, when these 
measures fail, schools should not be unduly hampered in removing 
those who destroy the learning environment. 
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Diversity within Unity 

Enhanced diversity in the curricula and in the composition of the school 
enriches us, but also exposes us to the dangers of tribalism. Diversity 
should be advanced, but within the context of unity. We are richer if 
we learn about other cultures and traditions and develop more respect 
for others. But we must share certain basics, and above all, the superior 
value of the democratic form of government, the importance of the 
Constitution and its Bill of Rights, and the tolerance of one another. 
Educators should be mindful of the theme implied in the saying, “We 
all came on different ships but now we ride in the same boat.” 

No class should teach hate against another group. We all have 
troubling parts in our respective histories. We need to learn reconcili- 
ation without forgetting the lessons of the past, lest we repeat them. 

Teaching new immigrant children in their native languages for a 
limited time may ease their transition, but we should avoid prolonged 
separation of education along ethnic or racial lines. 



Discussion 

Character development entails acquiring the capacity to control im- 
pulses and to mobilize for acts other than the satisfaction of one’s self. 
Workers need such self-control so that they can stick to their tasks rather 
than saunter into work late and turn out slapdash products— so that 
they are able to observe a work routine that is often not very satisfying 
by itself. Citizens and community members need self-control so that 
they do not demand ever more services and handouts while being 
unwilling to pay taxes and make contributions to the common good. 
Self-control makes people more tolerant of others from different ethnic, 
racial, and political backgrounds. This tolerance is at the foundation of 
democratic societies. 

Newborns have almost no capacity for impulse control or mobili- 
zation to tasks that require deferment of gratification; they are preoc- 
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cupied with their immediate needs and desires. Education channels 
some of these drives to energize an internal regulator that gives self- 
direction to the person and is often referred to as character. Education 
ties gratification to the development of qualities that are socially useful 
and morally appropriate (a process psychologists call sublimation). By 
relating satisfaction to being punctual, completing a task, and taking 
other people’s feelings into account, by playing by the rules, one ac- 
quires the ability to abide by moral tenets and to live up to social 
responsibilities. 

It is possible to overeducate and to draw too much of the ego’s 
energies into the inner mechanisms of self-control. This is what is meant 
by being “uptight” — people who are obsessed with their careers or 
achievements are unable to relax or show affection. Such excessive self- 
control has concerned social scientists in the past, especially in the 
sixties, and has led to a call for less character education in favor of more 
unbounded ego expression. Excessive self-control, however, is uncom- 
mon in contemporary America; indeed, many youngsters come to 
school with a grossly deficient capacity to guide themselves. The fact 
that a larger proportion of the young find it difficult to be punctual, get 
up in the morning, do homework on their own, and complete tasks in 
an orderly and timely fashion are but the most visible indications of a 
much deeper deficiency. As a result, schools must engage in character 
education. This is where various commissions that have studied edu- 
cational deficits went wrong. By and large, they argue for loading stu- 
dents with more hours of science, foreign language, math, and other 
skills and bodies of knowledge. But you cannot fill a vessel that has yet 
to be cast. Character formation is an essential prerequisite— both so that 
pupils can learn, and so that by the time they graduate they will com- 
mand the necessary human qualities to be effective, responsible adults. 

Discipline, Self-Discipline, and Internalization 

Parents and educators often stress the importance of discipline in char- 
acter formation and in the moral education of the new generation of 



120 Amitai Etzioni 



Americans. In several public-opinion surveys, teachers, school admin- 
istrators, and parents rank a lack of discipline as the number-one prob- 
lem in our schools. They correctly perceive that in a classroom where 
students are restless, impatient, disorderly, and disrespectful, where 
rules and routines cannot be developed and maintained, learning is not 
possible. 

So far, so good. Unfortunately, discipline, as many people under- 
stand it, takes on an authoritarian meaning. A well-disciplined environ- 
ment is often considered one in which teachers and principals lay down 
the law and will brook no talking-back from students, who show respect 
by rising when the teacher enters the room and speak only when spoken 
to. In quite a few states physical punishment is still considered an 
effective way to maintain discipline. I maintain that if discipline is 
achieved by authoritarian means, youngsters will behave as long as they 
are closely supervised and fear punishment. But as soon as the author- 
ities turn their backs, they tend to misbehave and their resentment at 
being coerced expresses itself in some form of antisocial behavior. This 
is because the discipline is linked to punishment rather than to a general 
sense of right and wrong. 

What the pupil— and the future adult— requires is self-discipline, 
the inner ability to mobilize and commit to a task he or she believes in 
and to feel positive— that is, rewarded— for having done so. This quality 
is developed when the voice of authority is internalized and becomes 
part of the person’s inner self, his ego. Internalization occurs in struc- 
tured environments, but not under authoritarian conditions. What is 
not needed is close, continuous external supervision (and certainly not 
the kind of punitive environment that comes to mind when we think 
about military academies). Rather, what is required is a school structure 
made up of authority figures, rules, and organization of tasks that mo- 
tivate students by providing clear guidelines. These must be both firmly 
upheld and be reasonable and justified, so that students can understand 
the need to abide by them. 

Educational requirements must, in turn, be clearly stated, and the 
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link between requirements and goals fiilly explained. Curricula should 
be neither arbitrary nor subject to the whim of an individual teacher. 
To foster self-discipline, assignments must be “do-able,” appropriately 
checked, and properly rewarded. When they are excessive and mechan- 
ical (such as the time one of my high-school sons was required to 
memorize the names of all the Indian tribes that resided in America), 
or when rewards are allocated according to irrelevant criteria (such as 
teacher favoritism, minority status, or undue parental influence), re- 
quirements become dictates and not sources of involvement and ways 
to internalize commitments, to build self-discipline. 

Character and Moral Education 

Although character formation lays the psychic foundation both for the 
ability to mobilize to a task and to behave morally (by being able to 
control impulses and defer gratification), it is contentless: it does not 
educate one to a specific set of virtues or values. It provides the rectitude 
needed to tell the truth even if the consequences are unpleasant, but it 
does not teach the value of being truthful. It enables a person to refrain 
from imposing his sexual impulse on an unwilling partner, but it does 
not teach him that it is morally unacceptable to rape. Developing 
character without attention to value education is like trying to develop 
the muscles of an athlete without having a particular sport in mind. 
This statement inevitably raises the question: Whose values? 

The challenge “Whose values will you teach?” is readily answered 
by starting with the many values that we all share (not only in one 
community or by Americans, but much more widely). Nobody consid- 
ers it moral to abuse children, rape, steal, commit murder, be disre- 
spectful of others, discriminate, and so on. 

Some values, a small subset of the total in well-functioning com- 
munities, are contested. These exceptions can be dealt with either by 
letting the students learn about both sides of the issue or by openly 
omitting them. Moreover, these issues are helpful in showing the pain 
of moral conflicts and the merit of genuine consensus-building, a con- 
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sensus we do have on most values. Sure, say the opponents, but people 
agree only on vague generalities that almost amount to banalities. They 
argue: When you come down to specifics, disagreements will dominate, 
and then whose specifics will you teach? 

In response I note that first, we would be way ahead if we could get 
everyone to truly subscribe to all these values and only argue with one 
another over the specific applications. Second, when it comes to spe- 
cifics, there is more consensus than at first seems to be the case. Professor 
William Damon points to the following conducts that deserve our 
attention: 

A counselor is calling a student’s home about apparently excused 
absences, only to find that the parent’s letters have been forged. A 
young boy is in the principal’s office for threatening his teacher with 
a knife. Three students are separated from their class after hurling 
racial epithets at a fourth. A girl is complaining that her locker has 
been broken into and all her belongings stolen. A small group of boys 
are huddling in a corner, shielding an exchange of money for drug 
packets. In the playground, two girls grab a third and punch her in 
the stomach for flirting with the wrong boy. (Personal communica- 
tion.) 

Using these and other such behaviors as education opportunities is 
sure to keep teachers busy for years to come. This suggests that we have 
to attend to other sources of these behaviors — for instance, by rebuilding 
community within the adult world, which these children often emulate. 

One need not worry that educators will brainwash students who are 
captive audiences in their classrooms and make them accept their moral 
viewpoints. Students are exposed to a large variety of voices, from tele- 
vision, magazines, porn shops, peers, and many others. There are nat- 
ural checks and balances built into the social environment. If some- 
where one teacher advanced a moral concept that was outside the 
community consensus, say, that we must all become vegetarians, paci- 
fists, or Zen Buddhists, the students would have plenty of other sources 
to draw on to counter such teaching. Indeed, the opposite is true: if 
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typical educators, whose values tend to be well within the community 
range, refrain from adding their moral voices to the cacophony of voices 
to which the students are exposed, the students would miss one per- 
spective and remain exposed only to all the other voices, less committed 
to values the community holds dear. 

The Import of Experiences 

How does one teach moral values, as opposed to merely building up 
the capacity for moral reasoning and disputations? How does one build 
up moral commitments? One way far surpasses all others: experiences 
are more effective teachers than lectures and textbooks, although their 
narrative is also valuable. This is particularly evident in extracurricular 
activities, especially sports. True, these can be abused, such as when 
coaches focus on winning as the only object, and neglect to instill 
learning to play by the rules, teamwork, and camaraderie. Graduates of 
such activities tend to be people who are aggressive, maladjusted mem- 
bers of the community. However, if coaches and the messages they 
impart are well integrated into the values education of a school, and if 
parents see the importance of using sports to educate rather than to win, 
sports can be a most effective way to enhance values education. 

Why do extracurricular activities command extraordinary power? 
Because they generate experiences that are effective educational tools. 
Thus, if one team plays as a bunch of individuals and loses because its 
adversary played as a well-functioning team, the losing players learn — 
in a way that no pep talk or slide show could teach them— the merit of 
playing as a team. 

The same holds for other activities that take place at school. They 
provide experiences that have deep educational effects, either positive 
or negative. The first step toward enhancing the moral educational role 
of schools is to increase the awareness and analysis of the school as a set 
of experiences. Schools should be seen not as a collection of teachers, 
pupils, classrooms, and curricula. Instead, we need to include the park- 
ing lots: Are they places in which wild driving takes place and school 
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authorities are not in sight, or places where one learns respect for others’ 
safety, regulated either by faculty or fellow students? Are the cafeterias 
places where students belt each other with food and the noise is over- 
whelming, or civilized places where students have meaningful conver- 
sations over lunch? Are the corridors areas where muscles and stature 
are required if one is to avoid being pushed aside by bullies, or are they 
safe conduits patrolled by faculty or students? Does vandalism go un- 
punished, are drugs sold openly, and are pupils rewarded or punished 
according to criteria other than achievement (perhaps because they 
avoid confrontation, obey without question, or come from affluent or 
otherwise socially preferred backgrounds)? Is vandalism held in check 
(and when it does occur, the damage corrected by the offending stu- 
dents), drug sales swiftly and severely dealt with, and students treated 
under rational general criteria? 

A powerful example of how one may generate experiences in a 
classroom is found in Iowa. It is a well-known case in point, but one 
that deserves to be recalled. In 1968, Jane Elliott, a third-grade teacher, 
concluded that instead of talking about the plight of black Americans 
shortly after the assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., she would 
teach her third-graders about discrimination by affecting their experi- 
ences. Elliott divided her class into two groups by eye color— the blue- 
and brown-eyed. “Today,” she said one Friday, “the blue-eyed people 
will be on the bottom and the brown-eyed people on the top.” Elliott 
continued: “What I mean is that brown-eyed people are better than 
blue-eyed people. They are cleaner than blue-eyed people. They are 
more civilized than blue-eyed people. And they are smarter than blue- 
eyed people.” 

The experiment’s effects were swift and severe. “Long before noon, 
I was sick,” Elliott recalls. “I wished I had never started it .... By the 
lunch hour, there was no need to think before identifying a child as 
blue- or brown-eyed. I could tell simply by looking at them. The brown- 
eyed children were happy, alert, having the times of their lives. The 
blue-eyed children were miserable.” The children had learned through 
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experience what discrimination is like and were deeply affected by the 
exercise. Brown-eyed Debbie Anderson said: “I felt mad [on blue-eye- 
preferred Monday] ... I felt dirty. And I did not feel as smart as I did 
on Friday.” Student Theodore Perzynski wrote: “I do not like discrim- 
ination. It makes me sad. I would not like to be angry all my life.” 

A mother of one of Elliott’s students said: 

I want you to know that you’ve made a tremendous difference in our 
lives since your Discrimination Day exercise. My mother-in-law stays 
with us a lot, and she frequently uses the word “nigger.” The very first 
time she did it after your lesson, my daughter went up to her and said, 
“Grandma, we don’t use that word in our house, and if you’re going 
to say it. I’m going to leave until you go home.” We were delighted. 

I’ve been wanting to say that to her for a long, long time. And it 
worked, too. She’s stopped saying it. 

Such an experience leaves a strong and lasting impression. In 1984, 
Jane Elliott’s class had a reunion. Former student Susan Rolland re- 
ported: “I still find myself sometimes, when I see some blacks together 
and I see how they act, I think, well, that’s black .... And then later, as 
I said, I won’t even finish the thought before I remember back when I 
was in that position.” Verla Buis added: “We was [sic] at a softball game 
a couple of weekends ago, and there was this black guy I know. We said, 
‘Hi,’ and we hugged each other, and some people really looked, just 
like, ‘What are you doing with him?’ And you just get this burning 
feeling in you. You just want to let it out and put them through what 
we went through to find out they’re not any different.” Other students 
reported that their career choices were influenced by the discrimination 
experience. Several chose to join the Peace Corps or work with other 
cultures overseas. 

Less Rotation, More Bonding 

For teachers to be more than purveyors of information and skills, for 
them to be able to educate, to build character, they must bond more 
closely with students than they do now in many schools. Such bonding 
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may be encouraged by arranging for less rotation of classes and pupils. 
Many American high schools were reorganized as if a powerful socio- 
logical engineer intent on minimizing the bonds between students and 
teachers sought' to ensure that whatever peer bonds formed would not 
be classroom-based. These effects stem from the fact that students are 
reshuffled each time the bell rings, every forty-five minutes or so, while 
the various subject teachers stay put. Students, especially in larger 
schools, rarely develop bonds as members of a class group, because the 
class members they related to in one period are different from the ones 
they see in the next. Because of this, peer groups, which often hold sway 
over members, especially in moral matters, are not classroom-based and 
are formed for other reasons often irrelevant to education. Peer groups 
are likely to be formed around other occasions and values, whether it is 
racing cars or rock music. This makes it rather difficult for teachers to 
draw upon these peer bonds and challenge them to support moral 
education. Peer groups don’t necessarily have to oppose community 
and educational values, but sociological studies show that they often 
do, and they rarely are mobilized by educators on the side of moral 
education in the typical high-rotation schools. 

Another result is that teachers cannot form bonds with their stu- 
dents, because they hardly have an opportunity to know them. Teachers 
are typically responsible for a subject, and not for a class or a given 
group of pupils, for example, all those in the eleventh grade, section 
five. Thus, the highly specialized school organization is, in effect, a 
systematic hindrance to bonding with educators, which is an essential 
prerequisite for moral education. 

High schools should be reorganized to facilitate experience-based 
moral education. Teachers should be in charge of a particular class, 
teaching the same group of youngsters, say, three subjects (especially 
those rich in value content such as history and literature), or two subjects 
and civics. The same teacher would also be the class’s homeroom 
teacher, explicitly in charge of disciplinary matters. Discipline should 
be sought not as if the teacher were a punitive police officer, but a 
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faculty member whose task it is to use instances of improper conduct 
to enhance moral education. Schools might also institute a policy 
whereby such teachers would follow the same students from ninth 
through twelfth grades. 

Such changes would, in turn, necessitate changes in the ways the 
teachers themselves are trained, to make them less specialized. Many 
teachers, especially those who teach humanities or liberal arts, are 
already broadly grouped. In any event, without more bonding and 
contacts that are more encompassing, extensive, and value-laden, moral 
education is unlikely to succeed. 



Building 

Democratic Community: 
A Radical Approach 
to Moral Education 



F. Clark Power 



SINCE 1975 , 1 have worked with Lawrence Kohlberg and his colleagues 
to develop the Just Community approach to moral education. This 
approach focuses on building moral community through involving 
students in democratic decision-making. Although the Just Community 
approach embodies the highest ideals of our nation, our efforts to dis- 
seminate it have met with entrenched resistance. In spite of the ap- 
proach s demonstrated effectiveness in promoting moral development, 
building cohesive community, fostering democratic skills, and reducing 
disciplinary problems, principals and teachers typically regard it as un- 
realistic. Although schools espouse democracy and community in their 
mottoes and mission statements, they are not democracies; principals 
and teachers govern autocratically. Few, if any, formal opportunities 
are available for students to participate in deciding what matters most 
to students — school discipline and social life. Although most schools 
have some form of student government, its function is typically and 
carefully confined to organizing social events and fund-raisers. Schools 
beyond the elementary level are not cohesive communities; cliques and 
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crowds dominate the social landscape. Although most schools pay lip 
service to building community through sports programs and school 
assemblies, few establish a genuine sense of solidarity that cuts across 
sex, race, social class, and friendship group. 

Although the character education movement has been growing 
rapidly in the United States, surprisingly little attention has been paid 
to the school environment. As I will argue, schools, particularly junior 
high and high schools, often undermine character education by foster- 
ing cultures inimical to the values taught in class. Principals and teach- 
ers simply fail to recognize how the culture co-opts their well-intentio- 
ned efforts to teach virtue. When we think of schools, we think of the 
curriculum, methods of teaching, techniques of discipline, and spe- 
cialized remedial and counseling services. We rarely attend to the cul- 
ture of the school, except in moments of crisis. Only after shootings in 
our schools, for example, have we acknowledged the problem of bul- 
lying, long a staple of peer culture in American junior high and high 
schools. Yet in spite of our awareness of the pain that bullying brings 
about, we have done little or nothing to address bullying at the cultural 
level. Instead, we have seen a rapid rise in metal detectors, lock-down 
procedures, zero-tolerance policies, and dress codes. We have specu- 
lated about the mysteries of the adolescent psyche. School officials have 
responded to the symptoms of violence but not to their underlying 
causes. Our superintendents, principals, teachers, and the wider public 
have difficulty seeing bullying and breaches of discipline such as cheat- 
ing and vandalism as based in the schooPs culture. They perceive such 
problems in a gestalt that accentuates individual students but not the 
groups to which they belong. Until we change the culture of schools 
into democratic communities, these problems are likely to persist and 
our character education programs to flounder. 
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Kohlberg’s Sociological Turn 

Those not familiar with Kohlberg’s contributions to moral education 
may be puzzled by his investment in an approach that places such a 
strong emphasis on the organization and culture of the school. Kohlberg 
became famous for his six-stage theory of moral judgment, a theory that 
grew out of Jean Piaget’s cognitive developmental research. Kohlberg’s 
stage theory provides a powerful tool for understanding how children 
and adolescents think about and resolve moral problems, and his theory 
has obvious educational implications. For example, if children reason 
differently from their teachers, then teachers have to tailor their moral 
instruction to the children’s level. Moreover, if Kohlberg and Piaget are 
correct that children construct their moral reasoning through social 
interaction, then methods of moral education should treat children as 
active, not passive, learners. The most direct application of Kohlberg’s 
moral psychology is the dilemma-discussion approach in which leaders 
encourage students through Socratic questioning to resolve moral di- 
lemmas. Research shows that when used appropriately over an extended 
period, the dilemma-discussion approach is an effective and reliable 
way of promoting moral stage development. 

When Kohlberg began his research on the moral stages as a doctoral 
student in the late 1950s, the majority of social scientists equated mo- 
rality with the norms and values of a particular society. In this view, 
moral education is reduced to the socialization or internalization of a 
society’s standards. Kohlberg, on the other hand, thought that morality 
is based on universal principles of justice. For him, moral education 
meant the cultivation of moral reasoning. Although Kohlberg believed 
that moral education deserved to be undertaken in school, he ques- 
tioned the extent to which schools really helped children to develop 
their thinking. Kohlberg was fond of describing children as natural 
moral philosophers, but he was unsure whether teachers, accustomed 
to wielding unquestioned moral authority in the classroom, would be 
willing to engage in philosophical dialogue with their students. Kohl- 
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berg became involved personally in moral education only after one of 
his graduate students, Moshe Blatt, demonstrated that the dilemma- 
discussion approach produced measurable stage change. 

Although Kohlberg came to education as a psychologist focused on 
individual moral development, his early writings about education reveal 
a nascent and growing interest in the organization and culture of the 
school, territory usually explored by sociologists. Reflecting on the im- 
plications of his dissertation research, Kohlberg suggests in his first 
article on education that effective moral education has to address the 
hierarchical structure of the classroom and school.' He finds that the 
moral reasoning of children from working-class backgrounds does not 
develop to the higher moral stages as frequently as that of their age 
peers. Noting that such development seemed to require taking the 
perspective of those in authority, Kohlberg recommends that schools 
provide opportunities for students to participate in decision-making. 

Several years later in arguably his best essay on moral education, 
Kohlberg boldly concludes that in order to accomplish the goal of moral 
development schools must provide a special environment: 

The Platonic view that 1 have been espousing suggests something still 
revolutionary and frightening to me if not to you, that the schools 
would be radically different places if they took seriously the teaching 
of real knowledge of the good.^ 

Kohlberg describes the ideal school as a “little Republic” in which 
principles of justice and love are central. Kohlberg’s “little Republic” 
would be ruled not by an aristocracy of philosopher-teachers, but by a 
democracy of teachers and students engaged in philosophical deliber- 
ation about the good of their community. 

Kohlberg’s theorizing took an even more decisive sociological turn 



1. L. Kohlberg, “Moral Education in the School,” School Review 74 (1966): 1-30. 

2. L. Kohlberg, “Education for Justice: A Modern Restatement of the Platonic 
View,” in N. Sizer and T. Sizer, eds.. Moral Education: Five Lectures (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1970): 83. 
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after a visit to an innovative Israeli Youth Aliyah Kibbutz high school 
program in 1969. In a little-known chapter with the revealing title 
"Cognitive Developmental Theory and the Practice of Collective Moral 
Education/' Kohlberg advances a startling proposal: "Right now, Youth 
Aliyah Kibbutz youth group practice seems better than anything we 
conceive from our theory, and it is not revisions in practice, but revisions 
of the way of thinking about it that I am suggesting.”^ Earlier in his 
career, Kohlberg had joined Piaget in criticizing the collectivist moral 
education advocated by the great French sociologist, Emile Durkheim 
(1925-1973).“* Kohlberg saw collectivist moral education as a form of 
authoritarian indoctrination that resulted in conformity. His observa- 
tions of the functioning of a democratic kibbutz youth group, however, 
led him to distinguish Durkheim's collectivism from that practiced in 
the totalitarian Soviet Union. After his kibbutz visit, Kohlberg enter- 
tained the possibility that Durkheim's collectivist theory could be made 
compatible with democratic decision-making and that the student peer 
group could become a powerful resource for promoting development. 
Yet how this strange hybrid of cognitive developmental psychology and 
collectivist sociology might serve to guide practice remained a puzzle 
until Cluster School, the first experimental Just Community school, 
opened in 1974. 

Kohlberg completed his sociological turn after working several years 
in the Cluster School. As I will illustrate, we learned, often the hard 
way, that changing the peer culture required much more than simply 
leading stimulating moral discussions. We had to seize every opportu- 
nity to convince students to see themselves as part of a cohesive com- 
munity and to accept responsibility for each other and for Cluster's 
future. We had to help them to believe that Cluster's welfare depended 

3. L. Kohlberg, “Cognitive Developmental Theory and the Practice of Collective 
Moral Education,” in M. Wolins and M. Cottesman, eds.. Group Care: An Israeli 
Approach (New York: Cordon and Breach, 1971): 370. 

4. E. Durkheim, Moral Education: A Study in the Theory and Application of the 
Sociology of Education (New York: Free Press, 1925/1973). 
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on their willingness to uphold Cluster’s disciplinary policies and to 
sacrifice themselves. 



The Practice of Democracy 



Democracy provides the means of communicating the vision of com- 
munity and transforming that vision into a reality. Democracy also 
serves as the link between individual and collective development. The 
most important of the Just Community’s democratic institutions was 



discuss community problems and to adopt rules and policies. Decisions 
in the community meetings were made through direct participatory 
democracy, with each student and faculty member having an equal 
vote. Students and faculty prepared for the community meeting by 
meeting each week in advisory groups of a dozen or so students and one 
teacher. These meetings allowed everyone to discuss the issues that 
would come before the entire community; in effect they were dry runs 
for the larger community meeting. Infractions of rules and conflicts 
between students, or between students and teachers, were taken up in 
the discipline committee, which in later Just Community programs has 
been aptly renamed the fairness committee. This committee, whose 
membership rotated every few months, consisted mostly of students. 
Appeals of this committee’s decisions went directly to the community 



As we discovered in Cluster and rediscover each time we start a 
new Just Community program, establishing the institutions of partici- 
patory democracy is easy; achieving the ideal of democratic community 
is not. Living in a representative democracy, we have little experience 
deliberating in common about the rules and policies that affect our 
daily lives, and often less experience deliberating about the common 
good. We live in a time of widespread cynicism about democratic 
politics, cynicism that reaches down into our schools. We found in 
Cluster, and continue to find, that it takes almost an entire year for 



the weekly community meeting in which students and faculty met to 



meeting. 
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faculty and students to trust that the democratic process can work fairly 
for everyone. That kind of trust comes about only through actual ex- 
perience. Faculty fears of a tyranny of the student majority and student 
fears of a sham democracy have, as we shall see, some basis, but they 
can be addressed. 

The early days of Cluster were, by all accounts, at times chaotic. 
Teachers insisted that the first community meeting be dedicated to 
planning an innovative afternoon curriculum. They presented students 
with an impressive array of elective courses only to find that the students 
were less interested in designing the curriculum than they were testing 
the extent of their democratic power. One student interrupted the 
teacher-dominated discussion with a motion to make afternoon classes 
optional. A second quickly followed, and students asked for an imme- 
diate vote. Not surprisingly, the motion carried easily. As the students 
got up to leave, Kohlberg, noting that their vote was only a straw vote, 
stopped them. 

At about the same time, Kohlberg arranged a field trip for the 
students to see a movie at Harvard, which was down the street from the 
high school. At a community meeting to prepare for the trip, Kohlberg 
explained that smoking would not be permitted in the auditorium where 
the movie would be shown and he made the trip conditional upon a 
democratic decision to prohibit smoking. The students readily agreed 
but when the movie began, students casually lit up their cigarettes. After 
waiting in vain for the teachers to intervene, Kohlberg stopped the 
projector and flicked on the lights. He expressed shock and wonder that 
students would so casually violate their democratically made rule. Kohl- 
berg was less surprised that the students would break the rule than that 
the faculty failed to intervene. He quickly realized that this experiment 
in moral education would have to begin with the teachers, who were 
no more experienced with democratic community than were the stu- 
dents. Teachers tend to think of discipline dichotomously, as being 
either authoritarian or permissive, and to think of being democratic as 
being permissive. During the free-school movement of the 1970s, many 
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teachers idealistically and naively believed that once the oppressive 
constraints of authoritarian discipline were withdrawn, students would 
naturally be cooperative and responsible. Teachers were generally re- 
luctant to endorse rules of any type and preferred to establish guidelines 
and to deal with compliance issues on an informal, individual basis. 

We viewed democracy very differently from most of those involved 
with the alternative school movement at that time. First of all, we 
insisted that attendance at community meetings be a nonnegotiable 
requirement for all students and faculty. Making democracy mandatory 
seemed contradictory, particularly to teachers and students in free 
schools. On the other hand, we believed that direct participatory de- 
mocracy was the fundamental principle upon which the school is es- 
tablished. We also thought of democracy as a form of pedagogy. As did 
John Dewey (1916/1966), we regarded democratic participation as a 
means as well as an end of education.^ We recognized that most high 
school students are not fully competent to shoulder the responsibilities 
of democratic participation. On the other hand, we believed that they 
could best acquire democratic competencies as well as a sense of civic 
engagement through democratic experience. We therefore adopted an 
apprenticeship model of democratic education advanced long ago by 
Horace Mann, the founder of the American public school. Mann called 
attention to the irony of having authoritarian schools in a democratic 
nation; 

In order that men may be prepared for self-government, their appren- 
ticeship must begin in childhood . . . He who has been a serf until 
the day before he is twenty- one years of age, cannot be an independent 
citizen the day after; and it makes no difference whether he has been 
a serf in Austria or America. As the fitting apprenticeship for despotism 
consists in being trained for despotism, so the fitting apprenticeship 
for self-government consists in being trained to self-government.^ 

5. J. Dewey, Democracy and Education (New York: Free Press, 1916/1966). 

6. H. Mann, The Republic and the School: The Education of Free Men (New York: 
Teachers College, Columbia University, 1845/1957): 58. 
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The apprenticeship model has two essential features. First, it is a 
learn-by-doing approach that gives students regular opportunities to 
practice democratic decision-making. Second, it is a training approach 
that provides direction and guidance. Although democracy involves an 
egalitarian relationship between teachers and students, an apprentice- 
ship is by nature hierarchical. An apprenticeship in democracy may 
thus appear to be contradictory. Yet the hierarchy of an apprenticeship 
is primarily established, not through positional authority but through 
expertise and experience. In a democratic apprenticeship, the teachers’ 
expertise is exercised primarily through their persuasiveness and orga- 
nizational responsibility in establishing and maintaining democratic 
institutions. 

We may ask, however, whether teachers can be both leaders and 
equal members of a democratic school. In his classic The Moral Edu- 
cation of the Child, Piaget (1932/1965) raises serious problems for such 
a view.^ He postulates that there are two moralities of the child: a 
morality of constraint of the adult over the child and a morality of 
cooperation among children. A morality of constraint follows almost 
inevitably from the hierarchical relationship of adult to child. A morality 
of cooperation develops out of peer relationships. These moralities 
operate in diametrically different ways. A morality of constraint is one 
of subservient compliance to a superior authority— reason has no place 
in this morality because the child bases respect for authority on the 
mere fact of the adult’s superior power. A morality of cooperation, on 
the other hand, is one of collaboration among equals — reason is central 
to this morality because the children must freely establish their own 
rules and norms. Piaget denounces the monarchical authority that leads 
teachers to foster mindless conformity in their students. Such an ap- 
proach, he writes, ignores the facts of child development and fosters 
rebellion at worst and passivity at the very least. 



7. J. Piaget, The Moral Judgmentofthe Child (New York: Free Press, 1965; original 
work published in 1932). 
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We agree with Piaget that adults can and often do get in the way of 
the development of children’s moral judgment. As I noted earlier, Kohl- 
berg’s research on moral discussions showed that to be effective, teachers 
had to use a Socratic questioning approach. Nothing can short-circuit 
a discussion more quickly than a teacher who answers his or her own 
question or requires students to guess at the right answer. We believe 
that teachers have to engage students in serious moral dialogue, which 
entails careful listening as well as questioning. This means that teachers 
must set aside their roles as the authority who possesses the truth to 
assume the role of fellow inquirer. In a democratic school, this means 
that teachers should act as equal members of the group or, in Piaget’s 
terms, as elder collaborators. When necessary, teachers should also act 
as facilitators of moral discussion and the democratic process. The 
apprenticeship model suggests that the teachers’ role extends beyond 
that of facilitator to that of exemplar or leader. 

The Teacher’s Role 

Only after several years of consultation at Cluster did we manage to 
articulate the complex role that teachers should play in the Just Com- 
munity democracy. The role entailed maintaining a delicate balance 
between offering direction and releasing control. Teachers had to en- 
courage students to feel a sense of ownership of the school while chal- 
lenging them to strive for the ideals of community. At times, teachers 
had to withhold their own opinions in order to facilitate student dis- 
cussion; at other times, the teachers had to speak out on behalf of the 
community, or sometimes on behalf of their own interests. 

Kohlberg’s thinking about the teacher’s role was heavily influenced 
by his observations of the madrich, the adult leader in a kibbutz school. 
Kohlberg reported that through the madrich’ s skillful but subtle direc- 
tion, the students formed an unusually cohesive and well-disciplined 
community. Kohlberg noted, “Underneath the informality of the ma- 
drich there is a considerable amount of iron, and this iron is based on 
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the theory of collective education.”® The madrich seldom gave orders 
or speeches, but he understood and made use of the power of the peer 
group. There is no clear counterpart to the madrich in the American 
education system. The madrich assumed some of the familiar functions 
of principal, counselor, and homeroom teacher, yet the madricWs major 
contribution was to work through the democratic process to involve 
students in building community. 

Although we tried to help the Cluster teachers to adopt a role similar 
to that of the m£zc/nc/i, we had little initial success. Junior-high and high- 
school teachers see themselves primarily as responsible for teaching 
their subject, for example, history, science, or math. Unless they teach 
a civics education course, they do not see themselves as responsible for 
preparing students for democratic citizenship. Moreover, they are gen- 
erally uncomfortable about their roles as disciplinarians. Most teachers 
think of discipline as control or management, a necessary but unpleas- 
ant way of securing the conditions that allow them to teach. Interviews 
that my students and I have conducted reveal that they have difficulty 
even imagining discipline as “the morality of the classroom” (Durk- 
heim, 1925/1973) or discipline as an educational activity.^ Before we 
were able to help the Cluster teachers forge their role in the Just Com- 
munity approach, we had to persuade them that deliberating about 
disciplinary problems in a democratic context was worth the time and 
effort. We had to help them become aware of the value of listening to 
students rather than simply preaching to them. 

I demonstrate the benefits as well as the challenge of envisioning a 
new disciplinary role for teachers with a simple example taken from a 
conventional junior high school. The teacher, Ms. Jones, was known 
as one of the best teachers in the junior high school. She related well 
to students and was interested in learning more about moral education. 



8. See Kohlberg (1971): 358. 

9. E. Durkheim, Moral Education: A Study in the Theory and Application of the 
Sociology of Education (New York: Free Press, 1925/1973): 1448. 
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In the middle of the school year, she discovered that one of her advanced 
students, Susan, had given her assignment to Joey, who had copied it. 
She swiftly punished Susan and Joey for cheating by giving them failing 
grades for the assignment, calling their parents, and excluding them 
from the monthly good-behavior pizza party. When I became aware of 
this incident, I thought that it might provide a teachable moment for 
Ms. Jones to explore the issue of copying assignments with her class and 
maybe even for her to involve students in making a rule prohibiting 
such collaboration as well as more serious kinds of cheating. I suggested 
to Ms. Jones that the students who cheated may not have felt that what 
they had done was really wrong, and recommended that she hold a class 
discussion about such copying to ascertain what her students thought. 
If her students did not think that it was wrong, then she might have to 
reconsider her punitive response and, at the very least, lead a moral 
discussion on cheating. 

Ms. Jones agreed to the discussion although she expressed skepti- 
cism about its necessity. The following day she asked the class, “Who 
here believes that lending your class assignment to another student isn’t 
cheating?” The students snickered but not a hand went up. Ms. Jones 
concluded by reminding her students that the rules she had distributed 
in writing at the beginning of the school year clearly forbade such 
cheating, and she expected no more incidents. After class dismissal, 
another student was overheard asking Susan to let her copy her home- 
work over the lunch period. 

This example illustrates the futility of an authoritarian approach to 
discipline. Ms. Jones established and enforced the classroom rules with- 
out involving the students. However, she did not believe that she was 
simply asserting her authority as a teacher or that she was demanding 
obedience to an arbitrary or irrational rule. The purpose of homework, 
mastery of the material, is undermined by copying someone else’s an- 
swers. Copying, moreover, is dishonest. Students surely know or at least 
can readily recognize the point that this is true. Would explaining the 
educational benefits of doing one’s own work or the importance of 
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honesty have made any difference in Susan’s or anyone else’s behavior? 
In my view, the problem was not a matter of student ignorance or ill 
will but a problem of the peer culture. Students did not think about 
copying in moral terms. In fact, the students had developed a norm 
among themselves in which copying was understood as helping. In 
order to change the peer culture, Ms. Jones would first have had to 
invite her students to share their views on the matter. What would 
students have replied if Ms. Jones had asked them what they thought 
about copying? When I later asked Susan why she cheated, she objected, 
“Cheating? I thought that I was helping, that I was being a Mother 
Teresa.” If Susan had participated in a genuine moral . discussion with 
her peers, she would likely have defended her action as being harmless 
at worst (Joey usually did his own work) and altruistic at best (not only 
was she helping a friend who had fallen behind but also all the students 
in the advanced group who had to wait for him to finish). Ms. Jones 
would have been in a good position to suggest to Susan and her peers 
that a better way of helping Joey may have been to encourage him to 
finish the work on his own. Ms. Jones could also have discussed the 
matters of honesty and the importance of trust in the classroom. Even- 
tually Ms. Jones could have asked the class to come up with a rule for 
assignments to express the values of working on one’s own, honesty, and 
trust. 

In sketching out how Ms. Jones could have acted, I wish not to 
blame her. She is to be commended for the moral seriousness with 
which she responded to the incident in her class. Many teachers might 
have looked the other way or failed to realize that moral issues were at 
stake. Ms. Jones’s response was, nevertheless, ineffectual —possibly even 
counterproductive. She could have acted differently with a far greater 
probability of success, but unfortunately could not perceive another way 
of acting. Teachers are neither prepared for nor expected to lead moral 
discussions about classroom discipline, let alone to organize their class- 
rooms to provide an apprenticeship in democracy. Teachers are not 
trained to play the role of the madrich in mobilizing students to build 
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a better community to attend to the peer culture. Ms. Jones punished 
Susan and Joey, assuming that this would deter them and others in the 
future. The punishment, however, appeared to deter no one except 
Susan, who refused to lend her homework the next time she was asked. 
When I later asked her why she did not lend her homework, she stated 
simply that she did not want to get in trouble. She confided that she 
felt angry and betrayed, and that her friends supported her. It appears 
that the deterrent approach not only failed to influence Susan’s moral 
reasoning but also alienated Susan and her peers from the teacher, and 
to some extent from the school itself. 

Analyzing the effectiveness of the conventional classroom manage- 
ment approach to discipline from the standpoint of moral education 
will, I believe, lead to the exploration of alternatives such as the Just 
Community approach, which address student culture as well as moral 
reasoning. We need to be able to bridge the culture gap, identified long 
ago by Willard Waller, who depicted teachers and their students as 
living two different, almost impenetrable social worlds. The students, 
he found, tend to bond together in strong primary groups, which teach- 
ers try to control from the outside, as it were, through extrinsic rewards 
and punishments. As I have illustrated, the mechanisms of extrinsic 
control only further alienate the student culture. In order to break down 
the barriers between teachers and students, teachers need to appeal to 
the student culture from the inside. This is what the Just Community 
approach tries to do by asking teachers to share power as well as respon- 
sibility in enabling students to build a cohesive moral community. 

The teacher’s role in the Just Community encompasses more than 
that of facilitator and elder collaborator— teachers must be willing to 
guide and to lead. As was evident from the earliest Cluster community 
meetings, teachers need to impress upon students the need for careful 
deliberation before coming to a decision. Teachers may also be called 
upon to give direction to discussions by speaking out on behalf of the 

10. W. Waller, The Sociology of Teaching (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1932). 
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ideals of the community. Kohlberg played this role in the early days of 
Cluster, and we wanted faculty to assume it as soon as possible; we 
conceived this role as that of advocate. In formalizing it, we were all too 
aware that teachers could easily abuse it. On the other hand, we rec- 
ognized that the Cluster democracy would flounder without Kohlberg 
and the teachers consistently appealing to the two pillars of the Just 
Community approach: democracy and community. These pillars are 
not just descriptive aspects of an institutional reality, they are normative 
ideals. Cluster had to become a democracy by developing depth of 
participation, and a community by developing bonds of caring, trust, 
and responsibility. 

Building Community through Collective Norms 

I conclude this chapter by discussing our understanding of community 
and how we tried to build it through establishing what we called col- 
lective norms. We defined community as a group in which members 
value their common life for its own sake, distinguishing community 
from an association in which relationships among the members are 
valued instrumentally. The kind of community that we endeavored to 
develop through the Just Community approach was one characterized 
by shared expectations for a high degree of solidarity, care, trust, and 
participation in group activities. These expectations did not arise spon- 
taneously but had to be carefully cultivated over time. 

We discovered early that the opportunity to vote on rules was in- 
sufficient to change student behavior. Students were accustomed to 
having rules against disrupting class, fighting, stealing, and skipping 
class; but these rules were enforced by the teachers through personal 
charisma or threat. We wanted to get the student peer group behind 
the rule. This meant that students would have to view the rules as 
expressing the shared expectations of the community. How could one 
lead students to have enough of a sense of ownership of the school so 
that they cared about the welfare of the community as a whole? Making 
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rules democratically after considerable discussion helped enormously. 
Over time, students felt a sense of ownership of the school and increas- 
ingly accepted responsibility for resolving disciplinary problems, yet the 
students typically tried to address problems extrinsically through the 
threat ofpunishment rather than intrinsically through appealing to each 
other’s commitment to the community’s core values. 

We first used the term “collective norm” to describe the shared 
expectations that we were trying to engender through community meet- 
ing discussions when we compared transcripts from two community 
meetings focused on the issue of stealing (see Power, Higgins, and 
Kohberg)." The first meeting took place during Cluster’s first year and 
resulted in a rule prohibiting stealing; the second, the following year, 
resulted in a decision that everyone should chip in to reimburse a theft 
victim in the school. We believed that a sense of community had clearly 
developed from the first to the second year. We were hard-pressed, 
however, to describe the change in the community’s culture to distin- 
guish it from the stage change simultaneously occurring in the individ- 
ual student’s moral reasoning. 

When stealing first occurred in Cluster, the students were noncha- 
lant. “School isn’t a place for trusting stuff, even at Cluster. Community 
or not, if you want something, you’ll take it. It [stealing] goes to show 
you can’t be too friendly.” When Kohlberg attempted to arouse a feeling 
of moral indignation about the lack of trust and community, a student 
shot back, “Just because a few things were stolen, you don’t have to cry 
about it.” Many students seemed to think that stealing was wrong simply 
because it was a violation of one’s concrete right of ownership (what 
Kohlberg scored as Stage 2 reasoning). Others voiced the more ad- 
vanced insight that stealing was a violation of interpersonal trust (Stage 
3): “I know lots of people who steal . . . and you really feel bad about 
that.” Even those students conceded that there was not much that could 
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be done about stealing besides establishing a punishment that might 
deter potential thieves. By the following year, the focus of the discussion 
had shifted radically. Many more students spoke up than in the previous 
year, and the majority seemed to be invested in Kohlberg’s vision of 
community. 

Phyllis: It is everyone’s fault that she don’t have no money. It was 
stolen because people don’t care about the community. [They think] 
they are all individuals and don’t have to be included in the com- 
munity. Everybody should care that she got her money stolen [and 
therefore] we [those students in Phyllis’s advisory group] decided to 
give her money back to her. 

Bob: That somebody stole the money is pretty bad, but to me, that I 
have to pay because she lost her money is like someone robbing a 
bank and the bank owner comes to my door and asks me to pay a 
couple of bucks because they lost their money. That’s crazy! 

Albert: What’s your definition of community? 

Bob: My definition of community is that people can help one another 
right there. But I didn’t say nothing about giving money out. 

Albert: The money was lost or stolen or whatever and it’s not really 
to return the money, it is to help someone in the community alto- 
gether. I think it would be the first really community thing that we 
have ever done, really. It doesn’t concern the money, it concerns 
community action. 

Peggy: I think that if Bob feels so strongly about [giving] his fifteen 
cents to Monica that he shouldn’t belong in this community. I am 
sure that if it was his money he would feel the other way around. He 
wouldn’t want nine dollars taken from him, he would be crying.'^ 

Kohlberg and I were especially intrigued with Phyllis’s comments 
because, in addition to expressing her own point of view, she seemed 
to be speaking on behalf of the Cluster community. According to Kohl- 
berg’s stage theory, Phyllis saw the problem of stealing as more than a 
concrete loss of property (Stage 2), but as a lack of interpersonal caring 
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(Stage 3). Albert and Peggy elearly agreed with Phyllis for similar, Stage- 
3 reasons. Kohlberg and I found that on the whole, there were far more 
instanees of Stage-3 reasoning in this seeond meeting than in the first, 
suggesting that the modal stage of the group may have developed from 
Stage 2 to Stage 3. Yet this depietion of the ehange between the two 
years failed to capture the way in which Phyllis, Albert, and Peggy 
appeared to be speaking as representatives of the Cluster community 
and not just for themselves as individuals. Phyllis says, “Everybody 
should care that she got her money stolen” and earlier that the theft was 
“everyone’s fault.” Phyllis is clearly voicing more than her personal 
opinion about stealing. She is expressing a norm that she believes binds 
her fellow students not only as individuals but as members of the com- 
munity. 

Phyllis, moreover, is not merely proposing that the community 
adopt norms of trust and caring as Kohlberg did in the previous year. 
Phyllis assumes that the community has accepted these norms and 
expresses disappointment that some members have not lived up to them. 
Her statements as well as Albert’s and Peggy’s suggest that the culture 
of Cluster had changed dramatically. Over the course of a year. Cluster 
appeared to have developed from a collection of individuals with very 
low aspirations for their common life to a community in which mem- 
bers are expected to care for and trust one another. 

How can we be certain that Phyllis and others represented the wider 
group? There were students like Bob in Cluster, who did not understand 
or did not agree with the concept of community that Phyllis, Albert, 
and Peggy advanced. The best that we could hope for was that increasing 
numbers of students would share a vision of Cluster and ask each other 
to begin to realize that vision. Each time a class graduated and a new 
class joined the school, that vision would have to be communicated 
and the group’s norms renegotiated. Looking over that second meeting, 
we were encouraged that most of the students who spoke sided with 
Phyllis, Albert, and Peggy, and that the vast majority of the community 
voted in favor of Phyllis’s motion for restitution. Interviews with students 
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that year confirmed that, indeed, Phyllis had spoken for the majority of 
the students. A consensus was emerging about what membership in the 
Cluster community entailed. 

Through the process of identifying the development of collective 
norms, we came to understand more clearly what the Just Community 
approach demands and why it is so counter-cultural. If we really want 
schools to become communities characterized by trust, caring, and 
shared responsibility, teachers and students must engage in serious 
moral dialogue about their common life. They have to use the demo- 
cratic process as a means of communicating a vision and establishing 
shared expectations. In making and enforcing rules, they need to ask 
themselves whether their decisions reflect a commitment to foster the 
welfare and solidarity of the cornmunity or whether their decisions 
reflect their own interests or that of a subgroup. 

, Conclusion 

As I illustrated in the example of Susan’s cheating, teachers do not 
habitually deliberate about disciplinary and school life issues with stu- 
dents, nor build community, by asking students to make sacrifices for 
worthy ideals. Ironically, Bob’s depiction of the school as a bank may 
well be accurate for conventional schools. We join banks for instru- 
mental, self-serving purposes; banks cannot ask us to be responsible for 
each other’s or the bank’s welfare. The more schools resemble banks, 
the less effective they are in fostering moral development. Our experi- 
ence with the Just Community approach in Cluster and in subsequent 
projects suggests that schools can buck the culture; they do not have to 
be like banks. 

Some have asked whether the Just Community programs have more 
than a temporary, context-specific influence on their students. Why 
focus on developing collective norms within a particular school? What 
happens when students leave the community? I maintain that the ex- 
perience of democratically participating in moral community fosters 
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general confidence in the democratic process and commitment to the 
common good. There is now some quantitative evidence to support 
me. Grady found that ten years after their graduation, Cluster alumnae 
and alumni were more likely than their peers to have an interest in 
politics and national affairs; to have voted in local elections; to have a 
concern for local government decisions; and to have worked with others 
in a community to solve community problems.*^ 

There is now an unprecedented commitment at the federal, state, 
and local levels to promote character education in our nation’s schools. 
As programs proliferate, we should be wary of programs that proclaim 
the virtues in abstract and superficial ways but do not touch students’ 
hearts or minds. We should be sensitive to the fact that the values that 
we espouse in such programs are often not the values that are reflected 
in the institutional and cultural life of the school. We should be con- 
cerned that although we live in a democratic society, our schools are 
not democratic. If the Just Community approach seems radical today, 
it is because our schools are not the places that they should be and we 
have not prepared our teachers and our principals as we should. The 
Just Community approach is radical in the sense that it is rooted in the 
principles of democracy and community upon which our nation stands. 
We should, like Kohlberg, ask our schools to become “little republics,” 
challenging our students to commit themselves to a higher good and in 
so doing fostering the development of moral responsibility and civic 
engagement. 



13. E. A. Grady, “After Cluster School: A Study of the Impact in Adulthood of a 
Moral Education Intervention Project.” Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Harvard 
University, 1994. 



Whose 

Values 

Anyway? 



Anne Colby 



TWO POWERFUL CURRENTS flowing through Contemporary American 
higher education are pulling the field in different directions. The 
stronger of the two is a trend toward specialization and commerciali- 
zation. This current is leading to the creation of an education industry 
that is responsive to market pressures, concentrating on preparing work- 
ers suited to American industry and giving students skills to compete 
economically so they can lead more comfortable, affluent lives. In this 
model, students are treated as consumers who invest time and money 
in higher education in order to receive future economic benefits. This 
increasingly powerful corporate model of higher education imports the 
values assumptions, language, and administrative policies of the busi- 
ness world, including marketing and market research, corporate man- 
agement strategies, and aggressive public-relations campaigns. This 
conception of higher education is part of a longer-term historical change 
in the way higher education’s purposes are understood, a shift away 
from an earlier conception of the public purposes of higher education 
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and toward a more individualistic, technical, and morally disinterested 
understanding of those purposes. 

At the same time that universities move in this specialized and 
narrowly market-driven direction, we see a groundswell of interest in 
higher education’s capacity to contribute to stronger communities, a 
more responsive democratic system, and more engaged citizens. Critics 
from outside and within the academy are joining a chorus of calls to 
revitalize the public purposes of higher education, including educating 
for students’ moral and civic development, as well as technical and 
more narrowly intellectual learning. The urgency of these calls is re- 
inforced by a society-wide concern about the extent to which citizens, 
especially young people, are disengaged from public life. 

I believe there is reason for serious concern about higher educa- 
tion’s move toward a corporate and individualistic approach, and that 
we need to support the growing but still somewhat peripheral movement 
to make higher education a force for strengthening American democ- 
racy. Borrowing ideas and practices from the business world may in- 
crease the efficiency and effectiveness of institutions of higher education 
in some ways, and has no doubt made schools rnore responsive to the 
interests of their students. Heavy reliance on a corporate model, how- 
ever, risks obscuring important differences between profit-making busi- 
nesses and nonprofit educational institutions. Although financial via- 
bility is an obvious prerequisite to the continued existence of a college 
or university, if used as the overriding criterion for setting and evaluating 
priorities and policies, it will subordinate concern for many important 
learning outcomes and public purposes to a narrow understanding of 
educational goals. 

Many kinds of social institution play important roles in educating 
citizens. Religious organizations and other voluntary associations, the 
media, and education at the elementary and secondary levels are among 
the most important of these. But higher education is critical because 
universities and colleges are the institutions most clearly charged with 
leading the development of new and deeper understanding through 
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research and scholarship, and preparing new generations by teaching 
not only information and skills, but their significance for personally and 
collectively creating the future. Higher education has tremendous op- 
portunities as a positive force in society as it reaches an ever-larger 
segment of the population, including virtually all leaders in government 
and the private sector. It is a powerful influence in shaping individuals’ 
relationships with each other and their communities, and we need to 
ensure that its influence is constructive rather than corrosive. There is 
no question that higher education has begun to respond to these con- 
cerns. In response to calls for a renewal of civic engagement and social 
responsibility, colleges and universities are becoming more directly 
involved in efforts to address social problems in their local communities, 
for example by developing partnerships with local schools or establish- 
ing public forums for discussion of political and policy issues. 

In addition to this kind of institutional engagement, some colleges 
and universities have begun to place greater emphasis on student out- 
comes that concern public service, civic participation and leadership, 
and humane or ethical values and behavior. This is apparent in the 
proliferation of curricular and extracurricular programs designed to 
foster the development of students’ moral and civic responsibility, such 
as ethics across the curriculum, service-learning, and community ser- 
vice programs such as alternative spring break. 

Educational leaders have established a number of national networks 
to support this kind of work, the most visible of which are networks 
concerned with service-learning, such as Campus Compact and the 
Learn and Serve Higher Education initiative of the Corporation for 
National Service. In addition to the development of these specialized 
networks, national organizations of higher education such as the Asso- 
ciation of American Colleges and Universities and the American Asso- 
ciation of Higher Education are placing these concerns at the center of 
their agendas. Communication about this work is broadening its reach 
as national conferences are held on college student values and educa- 
tion for civic participation. 



O 

ERIC 



168 



152 Anne Colby 



But even as this movement to reinstate the public purposes of higher 
education strengthens, there are powerful points of resistance to it. 
Whether the movement can significantly temper the trend toward ed- 
ucation as a commodity for individual advancement is very much in 
question. Higher education could continue to drift loose from its moor- 
ings as an institution for the public good and move farther down the 
path toward market-driven training unconcerned with the education of 
the student as person and citizen. A number of arguments are raised 
over and over to justify giving up higher education’s moral and civic 
purposes, to make these goals seem obsolete in the contemporary world. 
These arguments are widespread and threaten to nip in the bud the 
revival of the public purposes of higher education, or at least to keep it 
very much on the margin of academic life. This essay will argue that 
these objections are misplaced, ill-informed, and incorrect. 



Argument: Higher Education Has 
No Business Addressing Values 

The first of these arguments is that higher education has no business 
addressing issues of values: it should be value-neutral, impart knowledge 
and skills, and leave questions of moral and civic values to the family, 
the church, and political institutions. Although this recommendation 
may seem plausible at first glance, closer scrutiny makes it clear that 
educational institutions cannot be value-neutral. For decades educators 
have recognized the power of the hidden curriculum in schools and 
the moral messages it carries.' The hidden curriculum is the (largely 
unexamined) practices through which the school and its teachers op- 
erate — maintain discipline, assign grades and other rewards, and man- 



1 . Lawrence Kohlberg, “Indoctrination and Relativity in Value Education,” Xygon 
6 (1971); 285-309; P. W. Jackson, Life in the Classroom (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1968); G. D. Fenstermacher, “Some Moral Considerations on Teaching as 
a Profession,” in J. Goodlad, R. Soder, and K. Sirotnik, eds.. The Moral Dimensions of 
Teaching (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1990): 130-54. 
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age their relationships with their students and each other. Although 
most research on the hidden curriculum has been directed toward 
elementary and secondary education, the concept applies equally to 
higher education. If college students see faculty rewarded for pursuing 
their own professional prestige rather than caring for others or the 
institution, if they are subjected to competitive climates in which one 
student’s success contributes to another’s failure, if they are confronted 
with institutional hypocrisy, they themselves can become cynical and 
self-interested. On the other hand, when faculty are scrupulously hon- 
est, fair, and caring with their students and approach their scholarship 
with integrity, they teach powerful moral lessons of a very different sort. 

In addition to these values messages in relations between faculty 
and students, messages of instrumental individualism and materialism 
are more and more prevalent in the broader institutional and peer 
cultures on many campuses. The commercialization of higher educa- 
tion, including corporate sponsorship of faculty and student research, 
corporate underwriting of certain courses, advertising on websites, and 
exclusive beverage-pouring rights given to products such as Coke or 
Pepsi at sports and other events, though it provides some institutional 
benefits, also acts to reinforce themes of materialism and commercial- 
ism that are pervasive in the general culture. Few would deny the 
influence of commercial interests on the informal learning contexts in 
which college students are immersed through television, film, music, 
and other media. When higher education reinforces these cultural 
trends, it may appear to be value-neutral, but clearly it is not. 

Academic disciplines also embody values assumptions that contrib- 
ute to shaping students’ frames of reference, though these assumptions 
are often unexamined and thus invisible. The preponderance of re- 
search in economics and much of that in political science, for example, 
build on a model that assumes rational choice, which is seldom sub- 
jected to critical analysis in the teaching of these disciplines. This model 
of human behavior assumes that individuals always seek to maximize 
their perceived interests and that social phenomena represent the ag- 
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gregate of individuals employing this self-interested strategy. A similar 
perspective is fostered by research and theory in other fields such as 
sociobiology and some approaches within psychology, which also as- 
sume a self-interested or mechanistic view of human nature. An un- 
questioned reliance on these models of human behavior can result in 
a normalization of self-interestedness, contributing to the common be- 
lief that individuals are always fundamentally motivated by self-interest, 
that altruism or genuine concern for others’ welfare are illusory, and 
that failing to act strategically to achieve one’s own self-interested goals 
would be foolish.^ 

In many disciplines, including such wide-ranging fields as litera- 
ture, genetics, engineering, and business, moral issues are integral to 
the material, and teaching that does not address them is itself a lesson 
in a particular way to orient to complex, multidimensional material. 
James Rest, Muriel Bebeau, Janet Walker, and others have written about 
the central role of interpretation and sensitivity to moral issues in moral 
understanding and behavior.^ In a recent paper Janet Walker explores 
the implications of the fact that most life situations are inherently am- 
biguous, their moral significance underdetermined by available facts. 
In order to find meaning and clarity amid this ambiguity, people develop 
habits of moral interpretation and intuition through which they perceive 
the world. In effect, people with different habits of moral interpretation 
live in worlds that can be very different, although they have much in 
common, and these worlds present different opportunities and imper- 
atives for moral action. 



2. For a discussion of these issues in the field of economics, see Myra H. Strober, 
“Rethinking Economics through a Feminist Lens,” American Economic Review (May 
1994): 143-47. 

3. See, for example: J. Rest, Development in Judging Moral Issues (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1979); M. J. Bebeau, “Influencing the Moral Dimension 
of Dental Practice,” in J. Rest and D. Narvaez, eds.. Moral Development in the Profes- 
sions (Hillsdale, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Press, 1994); J. Walker, “Choosing Biases, 
Using Power and Practicing Resistance: Moral Development in a World without Cer- 
tainty,” Human Deve/opment 43:3(2000): 135-94. 
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Over and over in their undergraduate careers, students encounter 
course material that raises salient moral issues, but in most classrooms 
these issues are consistently set aside as irrelevant to understanding the 
material. This constitutes systematic, though unintentional, training in 
habits of moral interpretation that teach students to turn a blind eye 
toward the moral issues implicit in many situations. In these and many 
other ways, educational institutions convey values and moral messages 
to their students. This is unavoidable. Given this reality, it seems pref- 
erable for these institutions to examine their values and make more 
conscious, deliberate choices about what they convey to students. This 
brings us back into controversy, since in making these choices, educa- 
tional institutions are forced to confront the pluralistic nature of our 
society and thus of our faculty and student bodies. 

Argument: Whose Values? 

One effort to remain apparently value-neutral while educating respon- 
sible citizens is through the cultivation of “value-free” or “content-free” 
skills of intellectual discipline, critical thinking, and analytical reason- 
ing. These goals are, after all, at the heart of higher education’s academic 
identity. Although fostering civic participation or engagement is also 
quite likely to be regarded as safely value-neutral and thus theoretically 
relatively benign, in practice it raises questions about the political ide- 
ologies that lie behind it, and therefore begins to encounter resistance. 
The most heated objections arise relative to approaches that include 
concern for morality, character, and values along with attention to civic 
engagement and responsibility. Questions of whose values, assumptions 
of indoctrination, and complaints that “this is not the proper role of 
higher education,” begin in earnest as soon as the word “morality” is 
used. 

Why not, then, focus on the development of skills needed for effec- 
tive citizenship, including such undeniably valuable capacities as crit- 
ical thinking, and leave the development of values and morality to the 
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private sphere? My colleagues and I have argued elsewhere that this is 
neither desirable nor even possible. To assume that cultivation of core 
academic capacities such as analytical thinking and disinterested sci- 
entific and scholarly expertise is sufficient to produce responsible citi- 
zens who will devote themselves to the common good of society begs 
the question of motivation to do so and flies in the face of extensive 
evidence of contemporary civic and political disengagement, particu- 
larly, among young people. There is plenty of evidence that recipients 
of this kind of education are choosing more and more to apply their 
analytic skills and professional expertise to their own personal advance- 
ment, and the educational approach described here does not presume 
to address that trend. 

Can we focus on education for civic responsibility and thereby avoid 
addressing the most controversial area of moral values? This move will 
not work either, because education for democratic participation nec- 
essarily engages moral issues. Our democratic principles, including 
tolerance and respect for others, procedural impartiality, and concern 
for both the rights of the individual and the welfare of the group, are all 
grounded in moral principles. 

Likewise, the problems that the civically engaged citizen must con- 
front always include strong moral themes— for example, fair access to 
resources such as housing, the moral obligation to consider future 
generations in making environmental policy, and the conflicting claims 
of multiple stakeholders in community decision-making. None of these 
issues can be resolved adequately without a consideration of moral 
questions. A person can become civically and politically active without 
good judgment and a strong moral compass, but it is hardly wise to 
promote that kind of involvement. Because civic responsibility is ines- 
capably threaded with moral values, higher education must aspire to 
foster both moral and civic maturity and must confront educationally 
the many links between them. 

This brings us to the second common objection to undergraduate 
moral and civic education: we live in a pluralistic society, so there is no 
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legitimate way to determine which (or whose) values ought to be con- 
veyed.This objection takes two forms. The first derives from the diversity 
that characterizes contemporary American society, which comprises 
people of many cultural backgrounds and traditions, religions, and 
political perspectives. The second reflects the recognition that within 
any given cultural tradition, there are reasonable variations and disa- 
greements about many moral, civic, political, and religious issues. 

In addressing these concerns, it is important to distinguish between 
pluralism and moral relativism. A pluralistic view of morality assumes 
that two or more incommensurable moral frameworks can be justified. 
This does not mean that any possible moral framework is justifiable, 
only that there are multiple valid moral frameworks that cannot be 
reduced to a single system. In contrast, moral relativism holds that there 
is no basis at all for distinguishing among moral positions, that none 
can be considered any more or less valid than any other. Few critics of 
moral and civic education are relativistic in this sense. If they were, they 
would not be able to argue with any credibility that universities ought 
not indoctrinate their students with an arbitrary set of values, since this 
argument is itself a moral claim that, presumably, they feel they can 
justify on moral grounds. 

For many years, anthropologists have documented the plural norms 
that exist in different cultures throughout the world (diversity in what 
people do or believe they ought to do). Some have argued that this - 
diversity of norms is superficial and, once its meaning is understood, it 
reduces to underlying moral principles common to all cultures. Others 
have tried to show that cultural diversity reflects fundamental differ- 
ences in moral perspectives, so that the values most important in one 
culture are much less central or salient in another. Richard Shweder 
has done extensive field work to document the fact that moral concepts 
such as autonomy, individual rights, and justice, which are central to 
American and European conceptions of morality, are, in other cultures 
such as India, overshadowed by other more elaborated and salient moral 
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concepts such as duty, sacrifice, and loyalty."^ It is important to note, 
however, that even in anthropological research documenting cultural 
differences in moral values, there are boundaries to the range of what 
is seen to count as an ultimate moral good, and that even very different 
moral perspectives include (though they do not stress) the values of the 
other perspectives. Differences in moral frames of reference are best 
seen as differences in how a common set of base values are ordered 
when they conflict, and which of those values are more salient in 
practice. Even anthropologists who believe there is fundamental moral 
heterogeneity across cultures do not generally believe in extreme and 
unqualified cultural relativism. Even very different (and fundamentally 
incommensurate) moral perspectives build on a base set of moral goods 
or virtues that human beings have in common. Presumably, these com- 
monalities will be even stronger within a single country, even a cultur- 
ally heterogeneous and pluralistic country such as the United States. 

How do we identify the moral commonalities or shared values that 
constitute a foundation on which American institutions of higher edu- 
cation can build consensus, while recognizing that the shared moral 
values often come into conflict with each other and that individuals 
and subcultures create different hierarchies among them? One impor- 
tant source of a common core of values for American higher education 
derives from the responsibility to educate for citizenship that most 
institutions acknowledge, even when it does not shape their practices 
to any significant degree. This responsibility is clear in public institu- 
tions. But even private colleges and universities receive public support, 
if only by virtue of their tax-exempt status, and almost all college and 
university mission statements refer to their responsibility to educate for 
leadership and contribution to society. The responsibility to prepare 
citizens for participation in a democratic system implies that some 



4. R. Shweder, 'True Ethnography: The Lore, the Law, and the Lure,” in R. 
Jessor, A. Colby, and R. Shweder, eds.. Ethnography and Human Development (ChL 
cago: University of Chicago Press, 1996): \ S-S2. 
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values, including some moral values, ought to be represented in these 
institutions’ educational goals. These values include mutual respect 
and tolerance, concern for the rights and welfare of individuals and the 
community, recognition that each individual is part of the larger social 
fabric, and a commitment to civil and rational discourse and procedural 
impartiality. 

Universities’ educational and scholarly missions also entail a set of 
core values. Few would dispute that higher education ought to embody 
the values of intellectual integrity and concern for truth. The academic 
enterprise would be fatally compromised if these values ceased to guide 
scholarship, teaching, and learning, however imperfect the guidance 
may be in practice. Equally central to an institution of scholarship and 
higher education are the ideals of open-mindedness, willingness to 
listen to and take seriously the ideas of others, and ongoing public 
discussion of contested issues. 

Beyond this generic set of core values derived from the civic and 
intellectual purposes of higher education, some private colleges (and 
even a few public) stand for more specific moral, cultural, or religious 
values. The particular missions of these institutions and their implica- 
tions for their educational programs must be made clear to prospective 
students and faculty. The most obvious examples are religiously affili- 
ated colleges and universities that offer faith-based education in many 
denominations. Among public institutions, military academies are man- 
dated to educate military officers, so their values are defined in reference 
to this goal. Other public colleges were established to serve particular 
populations, such as (American Indian) tribal colleges, which often 
explicitly acknowledge special values such as traditional tribal values in 
their curricula and programs. 

If the values on which there is broad consensus within an institution 
are taken seriously, they constitute strong guiding principles for pro- 
grams of moral and civic development in higher education. Even so, 
they leave open to debate the application of these principles to many 
particular situations. Especially in institutions that stand for a commit- 
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mentto rational public discourse, as higher education must, discussion 
of the most difficult questions of conflicting values can and should be 
left open to debate. Moral and civic education provides the tools for 
such debate. This means that we need not begin with agreement on the 
most difficult and controversial cases of conflict between values. This 
makes it possible to reach a consensus on the initial set of core values. 

Some critics may agree that, in principle, this approach to under- 
graduate education would be a good thing, but fear that in practice 
moral and civic education programs carry unacknowledged political 
and ideological baggage. These fears come from all points on the polit- 
ical spectrum, with terms like morality and character raising concerns 
about conservative influences and references to social justice or social 
change eliciting fears of liberal political agendas. It is important to be 
vigilant against educational practices that suppress a diversity of per- 
spectives, and when abuses occur, it is both ethically and educationally 
indefensible. In my experience, however, most people engaged in col- 
lege-level moral and civic education are aware of these risks and careful 
to guard against abuses. 

In a project of the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of 
Teaching, several colleagues and I visited colleges and universities of 
all sorts that have made moral and civic education a priority, and have 
reviewed the work of many more. In our visits to even the most special- 
ized institutions, we were surprised by the consistency with which fac- 
ulty took care to ensure that multiple points of view were heard, and 
encouraged students to question and think through the assumptions in 
the dominant institutional culture. At Messiah College, a strongly 
Christian college of the Brethren in Christ Church, students often enter 
college not having questioned their faith and with little experience of 
people from other denominations. The faculty, who are charged with 
helping students explore the relationship between reason and faith, try 
to shake students up, encourage them to think for themselves, and push 
themoutoftheir comfort zone. At the United States Air Force Academy, 
students understand that their future roles as military officers are subject 
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to militarycommandand military law, but they are also taught to disobey 
unlawful orders. This means that cadets have to develop the capacity 
for mature, independent judgment in complex and ambiguous situa- 
tions, even within the military chain of command. At Portland State 
University, an urban institution in the politically liberal city of Portland, 
Oregon, faculty teaching service-learning courses meet regularly to talk 
about how to make sure all voices are heard in their discussions of 
moral, political, and policy issues. 

Every institution we visited shares a central concern for student 
capacities inimical to any effort to impose a particular party line. These 
capacities include openness to reason, ability to communicate effec- 
tively, tolerance of perspectives different from one’s own, clarity of 
thought and critical thinking, and capacity for moral discourse across 
points of view. With the exception of honor codes that require adher- 
ence to standards of honesty, the central pedagogies and other programs 
intended to foster moral and civic responsibility in these institutions are 
self-consciously noncoercive. In part because they are encouraged to 
think independently, the students we observed did not appear reluctant 
to resist if they thought a faculty member or another student was trying 
to impose his or her views. There may be abuses of these principles by 
individual faculty, or by institutions that we did not review, but this kind 
of abuse can occur whether the development of students’ moral and 
civic responsibility are explicit goals of the institution or not. Urging 
institutions of higher education to be explicit and self-conscious in these 
efforts, to open their educational practices to public view, and to join a 
national conversation about these practices with a diverse range of other 
institutions is more likely to minimize the abuses of power the critics 
fear than is attempting to run a value-free institution. If pursued thought- 
fully, an approach that brings these issues into public debate and dis- 
cussion should allow us to reappropriate words such as morality, char- 
acter, patriotism, and social justice across ideological lines and open 
communication about what they mean and what their implications are 
for difficult contemporary social issues. 
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The irony in the charge that moral and civic education imposes 
arbitrary values on students is that these values-based goals of liberal 
education are the best protection from indoctrination throughout life. 
Helping students develop the capacity for critical thinking, teaching 
them to be open-minded and interested in pursuing ideas, requiring 
them to back up their claims and to expect others to do the same, and 
encouraging them to be knowledgeable and accustomed to thinking 
about moral, civic, and political issues puts them in the strongest posi- 
tion to think independently about their positions and commitments. 
The more they think about these things and learn to argue them 
through, the less susceptible they are to indoctrination. 

Argument: College Is Too Late 

for Moral and Civic Education 

Another common set of objections to moral and civic education at the 
college level is that college students are now more likely to be seen as 
adults than they were in the early to mid-twentieth century. As higher 
education has become accessible to a larger segment of the population, 
the profile of college students has changed. The dominant template of 
pre-World War II higher education was private institutions educating 
full-time students from affluent families in residential settings. This is 
now a small sector of American undergraduate education. Currently, 
more than three out of four undergraduates are commuter students.^ A 
near-majority of undergraduates today do not come to college or uni- 
versity directly from high school. They are older than their predecessors, 
work part-time, and are part-time undergraduates. Many are married 
and are parents. These important realities need to be taken into account 
as we design college-level programs to foster moral and civic responsi- 
bility. 



5. U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998, 1 18th 
ed. (Springfield, Va.: National Technical Information Services, 1998). 



Whose Values Anyway? 163 



This growing age diversity joins another trend toward recognizing 
college students’ adult status. Until the early 1970s, many residential 
colleges and universities operated in loco parentis, that is, were charged 
with acting in a parental role toward their students by the imposition of 
parietal hours and rules over a wide range of other behavioral issues. A 
central purpose of this quasi-parental role was to ensure students’ com- 
pliance with social and moral norms. As students in the 1960s and 1970s 
became more politicized, they demanded treatment as adults and much 
greater autonomy and self-regulation. Within less than a decade, there 
were few campuses on which the policies of in loco parentis were still 
in effect. This shift, along with the growing diversity in their ages and 
life situations, means that for many purposes, undergraduate students 
are now generally considered to be adults rather than adolescents.^ 
This has led critics to argue that by the time students are in college 
it is too late to affect their values and character, since moral character 
is assumed to be already fully established by then. There is clear research 
evidence that this assumption is incorrect. First, with reference to tra- 
ditional undergraduates of ages eighteen to twenty-two or so, all of the 
major developmental theorists point to this period, which is often con- 
sidered to represent the transition to adulthood, as a time of great moral 
and ideological exploration, ferment, and consolidation.’ At this time 



6. We recognize that, especially since the passage of the GI Bill after World War 
II, there have always been some older students in American colleges and universities. 
Even so, until the last several decades the dominant image of college students in the 
public mind has been that of young people not yet prepared to take responsibility for 
themselves. Some influential psychological theorists such as Erik Erikson and Marcia 
called this period a “moratorium” between adolescence and adulthood. See E. Erikson, 
Identity, Youth and Crisis (New York: Norton, 1968) and J. E. Marcia, “Identity in 
Adolescence,” in J. Adelson, ed.. Handbook of Adolescent Psychology (New York: Wiley, 
1980). 

7. E. Erikson,/dcnfify, Youf/z, andCrisis(NewYork:Norton, 1968); William Perry, 
Jr. Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart, and Winston, 1968); Lawrence Kohlberg, The Psychology of Moral Devel- 
opment (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984); J. Loevinger, Ego Development (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1976). 
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in their lives, young people question their epistemological, moral, po- 
litical, and religious assumptions, make critical career and other life 
choices, and rethink their sense of who they are and what is important 
to them. There could hardly be a time more ripe for moral growth. 

For older students, the relevant psychological literature is the ex- 
tensive work done in recent decades on adult and life span development. 
Although experiences in childhood and adolescence are clearly impor- 
tant in shaping individuals’ moral judgment, identities, and behavior, 
it is clear that for many people moral development continues well into 
adulthood. The most sophisticated level of moral thinking in Kohlberg’s 
developmental scheme, postconventional moral judgment, does not 
occur until early adulthood and continues to increase at least until the 
end of formal education, even beyond, for those people who continue 
to participate in activities that challenge their moral thinking.® 

Parallel findings emerge from studies of moral identity and behav- 
ior. In a study of highly committed moral exemplars, William Damon 
and I found that many of these individuals did not exhibit the excep- 
tional commitment that came to characterize their lives until well into 
adulthood.'^ For example, we wrote about a woman who was a self- 
described racist into her thirties who became a leader in the black civil 
rights movement in her late thirties and early forties through a series of 
transformative experiences that took place over several years. Similarly, 
we described a businessman who was financially successful, but rather 
unremarkable from the moral point of view, who became a tireless 
advocate for the poor in middle age, establishing and devoting much 
of his time and energy to a program that provides a broad range of 
services to low-income people in the Roanoke Valley of Virginia. 



8. A. Colby, L. Kohlberg, J. Gibbs and M. Lieberman, “A Longitudinal Study of 
Moral Judgment,” Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development 48; 1- 
2 (1983). J. Rest, D. Narvaez, M. Bebeau, and S. Thoma, Postconventional Moral 
Thinking (Mahwah, N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1999). 

9. A. Colby and W. Damon, Some Do Care: Contemporary Lives of Moral Com- 
mitment (New York; Free Press, 1992). 
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Even if it is possible for people to develop morally in adulthood, 
some would say that it is presumptuous for institutions of higher edu- 
cation to try to affect the moral understanding and behavior of adult 
students. In response to this objection, I ask whether it is presumptuous 
to help undergraduate students think more clearly about challenging 
moral dilemmas, engage in an intellectually serious way the moral issues 
that arise in academic disciplines, and participate in service to the 
community, reflecting on what is learned in the process. And is it 
presumptuous to ask them to adhere to high ethical standards regarding 
academic integrity and other issues of honesty and mutual respect 
within the campus community, become interested in and knowledge- 
able about contemporary social, policy, and political issues, participate 
in public discourse and debate regarding campus and community is- 
sues, and take advantage of opportunities to act on their most cherished 
beliefs? Understood in this way, it would seem that moral and civic 
education is appropriate not only to adults who are attending college 
but to all adults. Public lectures, community forums, public radio and 
television, church and political party membership, cultural events such 
as theater and museum exhibits, self-help groups such as Alcoholics 
Anonymous, and interest groups that discuss books and films all provide 
continuing opportunities for moral and civic growth for adults who are 
well past their college years. I would go so far as to argue that every 
institution of society that attempts to deepen individual and collective 
understanding, including the media, religion, and the arts, has a re- 
sponsibility to foster moral and civic learning. 



Argument: College Students Are Primarily 
Consumers of Vocational Training 

Another objection to undergraduate moral and civic education derives 
from the tendency discussed earlier to see higher education as a com- 
modity purchased by students as an investment in their future earning 
power. The argument is that students are consumers who want to buy 
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occupational preparation, not moral and civic education. It is true that 
students (and their parents) consider career preparation the primary 
purpose of their undergraduate education, even at small liberal arts 
colleges. Moreover, the overwhelming majority of undergraduates 
major in a particular discipline because they believe it provides the 
quickest, safest route to highly paid employment, which has made 
business the number one major at American colleges and universities. 
Clearly, vocational preparation is a valid and important goal of higher 
education, but vocational preparation need not compete with or be 
disconnected from other goals. Institutions of higher education are well- 
situated to encourage students to think about a vocation as something 
larger and potentially far richer than simple careerism. The special 
nature of colleges and universities as intellectual communities gives 
them opportunities to embed the occupational goals of students in a 
broader and more socially meaningful framework. 

Vocational preparation should not be treated as an endeavor that is 
distinct from growth in moral and civic responsibility. Work is central 
to the lives of most adults, a primary domain in which we have the 
opportunity to contribute to the welfare of others or to the community 
more broadly. Work is also one of the two or three most important 
places where we seek meaning in our lives." For these reasons, it is 
important to integrate into any educational program a concern for 
ethical and socially responsible occupational practices and to place 
students’ understanding of their occupation in a larger social and intel- 
lectual context for deeper meaning. In effect, higher education can help 
turn occupations into callings, and they will be better for it. 
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Argument: Moral and Civic 
Education Are Intellectually Weak 

A question often raised about undergraduate moral and civic education 
is whether academic learning suffers if faculty broaden their educational 
goals in this way. If it is to be effective, this work must be intellectually 
rigorous and programmatically powerful. In our investigations of cur- 
ricular and extracurricular programs of moral and civic education, we 
see many that meet the highest standards of quality. As in other areas 
of higher education, we also see weak programs. To ensure that this 
uneven quality does not short-change and alienate students or detract 
from the credibility of the enterprise, programs of moral and civic 
education need tough-minded scrutiny even when their goals are un- 
impeachable. We also need to develop creative tools for assessment 
research to demonstrate good programs' quality to the range of inter- 
ested publics and provide the kind of information that will improve 
ineffective programs. 

We believe that this research can demonstrate that the best pro- 
grams actually have a positive impact on academic learning as well as 
on moral and civic responsibility. In an evaluation of a large number 
of service learning programs, Alexander Astin and his colleagues found 
significant positive effects of participation in service-learning on grade 
point average, writing skills, and critical thinking skills, as well as com- 
mitment to community service, self-efficacy, and leadership ability.'^ 
Eyler and Giles report research indicating that students' academic per- 
formance and self-assessment of their own learning and motivation 
increases through participation in high quality service-learning pro- 
grams, especially those that involve challenging service work well in- 



12. A. Astin, L. Vogelgesang, E. Ikeda, and J. Yee, “How Service Learning Affects 
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tegrated with the course material and accompanied by opportunities 
for structured reflection on their service experience.’^ On the other 
hand, this research shows that the weaker service-learning experiences 
do not have these positive results. Clearly, quality matters, so we need 
to develop the tools both to evaluate and ensure the highest quality in 
all this work. 



Conclusion 

It is clear that students’ values, moral and civic assumptions, and iden- 
tities are shaped in college. It is time to be more self-conscious and 
intentional about this, and to think carefully about the particular fram- 
ing of goals and strategies that are appropriate and feasible within a 
given institution. It is also important that faculty and administrators 
doing this kind of work document what they are doing and make it 
public so that it can be shared and discussed. This will open specific 
practices to critique and allow institutions to learn from their own and 
others’ experience. Public scrutiny of these programs is a safeguard 
against practices that overstep the bounds of what is legitimate and will 
allow us to develop further the local and national discourse about what 
should be done and how best to accomplish it. This discourse can also 
help faculty and students think through dilemmas that arise in moral 
and civic education on college campuses, such as the tension between 
spirited debate and concern for others’ feelings. 

There are many approaches to fostering students’ moral and civic 
responsibility in American higher education. Different conceptions of 
the goals and different programs of activity, both curricular and extra- 
curricular, are appropriate to different kinds of institutions. A military 
academy will conceive of its specific goals quite differently from a 
community college on an Indian reservation; a nonresidential, public. 



1 3. J. Eyler and D. Giles, Where’s the Learning in Service-Learning? (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 1999). 
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urban university will have a very different approach from that of a small, 
religiously affiliated liberal arts college. It is important for each institu- 
tion to build on the best of its own traditions and history as it creates 
new initiatives. In spite of this diversity, however, there are some com- 
mon principles that underlie effective moral and civic education, and 
even institutions that are very different have a great deal to learn from 
each other. 

First, the intellectual core of moral and civic development is critical. 
This includes not only critical thinking and the capacity to reason about 
moral and political issues in a sophisticated way (as described devel- 
oprnentally by Kohlberg and others), but also includes deep understand- 
ing of many content domains, including our political and economic 
systems, the fundamentals of ethical concepts in philosophy, and a grasp 
of American historical and cultural legacies as related to the global 
context. These are the traditional domains of a liberal arts education, 
with clear links to moral and civic development. 

Second, educators must recognize that cognitive or intellectual 
dimensions cannot be separated from the dimensions of personal mean- 
ing, affect, and motivation in moral and civic education, or in general 
education. Any effort to focus on the narrowly intellectual alone is self- 
defeating because it does not result in lasting learning. Ideally, moral 
and civic education at the college level, as at younger ages, should take 
a holistic approach that affects the entire environment and its moral 
atmosphere, creating a campus climate among administration, faculty, 
and student peer culture that supports the education of the whole person 
around a core set of shared moral and intellectual concerns. This best 
ensures the development of routines of moral interpretation and habits 
of behavior grounded in trustworthiness, mutual respect, open-minded- 
ness, concern for the welfare of others, and active, thoughtful citizen- 
ship. 

A holistic, multi-faceted approach is especially conducive to creat- 
ing an enduring identity that incorporates moral and civic concerns. 
We know this is the key to a strength of commitment that withstands 
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the inevitable challenges that moral and civic engagement entail. In 
our study of moral exemplars who sustained exceptional levels of moral 
commitment over many decades, Bill Damon and I were interested to 
see that these people did not make sharp distinctions among their 
personal, professional, and moral goals. Instead, they defined them- 
selves through their moral goals and fully integrated what they wanted 
personally with what they thought was right. Cabell Brand, the busi- 
nessman who developed anti-poverty programs around Roanoke, Vir- 
ginia, expressed his sense of moral and personal integration when I 
asked, “When you think about these moral goals and values and so on, 
how do these relate to your sense of who you are as a person?” He 
responded, “Well, it’s one and the same. Who I am is what I’m able to 
do and how I feel all the time — each day, each moment . . . It’s hard 
for me to separate who I am from what I want to do and what I am doing 
[in these programs].”*'^ Mother Waddles, an African-American woman 
who established a mission for the low-income communities of Detroit, 
sounded remarkably like Brand, the wealthy white entrepreneur. In 
talking about the stability of her commitment to this work, she said, 
“Because I didn’t promise that I would do it contingent upon what kind 
of building, what kind of clothes I could wear, what kind of money I 
had; just as long as I can find something I can do. I’ll do it. So no matter 
where I am going, people can at least know to pinpoint me in what 
category I’m in. Without even asking, ‘I know wherever she is, if she’s 
alive and well, she’s a missionary.’ So I think that’s my greatest achieve- 
ment— to find yourself and know who you are, and get joy out of being 
you. 

People at this high level of commitment have found ways to inte- 
grate the things that inspire them and the things they want to accomplish 
and to build these into their core sense of who they are. This results not 
only in outstanding service to others but also in an exceptional degree 

14. See Colby and Damon (1992): 304. 

15. Ibid., 218. 
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of personal well-being and fulfillment for the exemplars themselves. 
Many people never achieve this level of personal integration. Devel- 
oping a fully integrated life is one of the most challenging psychological 
tasks of adulthood. In older forms, which often began from a spiritual 
base and treated one’s life work as a calling, this was accepted as a 
legitimate part of the agenda for higher education. It is now time to 
redefine this earlier vision in a contemporary framework and hold col- 
leges and universities accountable for a fuller conception of the edu- 
cated person. 
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I HAVE BEEN asked to write about moral and ethical development in a 
democratic society, and I should like to express my discomfort with that 
term development.” It is such a curious word, so tantalizingly neutral 
and therefore so ambiguous in defining our relation to morality. After 
all, the title could easily have been “moral and ethical education in a 
democratic society.” Why wasn’t it? Well, I assume the reason is that 
we are not certain that it is a proper function of education to shape 
young people according to any specific set of moral standards, and the 
term “moral education” does imply an activity of that sort. Develop- 
ment, on the other hand, suggests that morality is something that exists 
embryonically within every child — rather like an intelligence quo- 
tient— and that education’s purpose is to encourage it to unfold toward 
its fullest potential. Morality, in this view, is something that happens to 
one, so education then becomes a process of liberating human possi- 
bilities for this eventual happening rather than of defining human 
possibilities in an approved way. 

This is certainly a very convenient notion for teachers or all those 
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in a position of authority, because it means that they need not have any 
firm moral beliefs or provide a moral model of any kind. The process 
of development can then be regarded as a purely technical problem— 
of means, not of ends— and the solution is to get people, especially 
young people, to have feelings about morality and to think about it: to 
be morally sensitive and morally aware, as we say. Once this has been 
successfully accomplished, the task of education is finished. What kinds 
of people emerge from this process is something we can leave to the 
people themselves freely to decide; the final disposition of their moral 
sentiments and ideas is their business, not anyone else’s. 

It’s all very odd and most interesting, rather as if an expert in gar- 
dening were to compose a manual on botanical development in a 
suburban landscape. He would give you all sorts of important infor- 
mation on how things grow— weeds as well as flowers, poison ivy as 
well as roses— without ever presuming to tell you whether you should 
favor one over the other, or how to favor one over the other. In fact, 
there are no such gardening manuals, precisely because any gardener 
has some definite ideas about how a garden might look. Different 
gardeners have different ideas, of course; but there is a limit to this 
variety. The idea of a garden does not, for instance, include an expanse 
of weeds or poison ivy, and no gardener would ever confuse a garden 
with a garbage dump. 

In contrast, we seem unable or unwilling to establish defining limits 
to the idea of a moral person. We are, as it were, gardeners with all the 
latest implements and technology, but without an idea of a garden. Is 
this a function of mere ignorance? Or mere timidity? I think not. Rather, 
we have faith in the nature of people that we do not have in the botanical 
processes of nature itself, and I use the word “faith” in its full religious 
force. We really do believe that all human beings have a natural telos 
toward becoming flowers, not weeds or poison ivy, and that in the 
aggregate human beings have a natural predisposition to arrange them- 
selves into gardens, not jungles or garbage heaps. This sublime and 
noble faith we may call the religion of liberal humanism. It is the 
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dominant spiritual and intellectual orthodoxy in America today. Indeed, 
despite all our chatter about the separation of church and state, one can 
even say it is the official religion of American society today, compared 
wit which all other religions can be criticized as divisive and parochial. 
I happen not to be a believer in this religion of liberal humanism, but 
this is not the time or place for theological controversy and I am not, in 
any case, the best-qualified person for such a controversy. I shall simply 
remark on what I take to be a fact: Though the majority of the American 
people may well subscribe to some version of this religion — and I think 
they do — the young among us end up holding in contempt all the 
institutions in which the ethos of this religion is incarnated. Indeed, 
incredibly, they become increasingly alienated from these institutions, 
and end up feeling that these institutions are in some way unresponsive 
and irrelevant to their basic needs. Their parents soon echo these com- 
plaints. 



The Legitimacy of Institutions 

What I suggest is that the moral neutrality of our institutions, especially 
our educational institutions, robs them of their popular legitimacy. Nor 
does it matter if this moral neutrality is, at the moment, popularly 
approved of and sanctioned by public opinion. It still deprives these 
institutions of their legitimacy. One does not have to be a particularly 
keen student of history or psychology to know that people will accept, 
tolerate, or even praise institutions which later will suddenly be expe- 
rienced as intolerable and unworthy. Institutions, like worm-eaten trees, 
can look healthy and imposing until they crumble overnight into the 
dust. If you look at the cahiers submitted to the French Assembly on 
the eve of the great revolution, you find not a breath of dissatisfaction 
with the monarchy — not a hint of republican aspirations. Similarly, 
early in 1964, an opinion poll among students at the University of 
California at Berkeley found that the overwhelming majority thought 
very well of the school and believed they were getting an excellent 
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education there. Nevertheless, both Louis XVI and Clark Kerr soon 
found themselves riding the whirlwind. Such abrupt eruptions of pro- 
found discontent catch us all by surprise, whether we are talking about 
the rebelliousness of racial minorities, or young people, or women, or 
whomever. They are characteristic of American society today and also 
characteristic of a society whose institutions— whether they be political 
institutions, or schools, or the family — are being drained of their legit- 
imacy — of their moral acceptance, for that is what legitimacy means. 

We try to cope with this problem by incessantly restructuring our 
institutions to make them more responsive to popular agitation, but that 
obviously does not work very well. The more we fiddle around with our 
schools, the more energetically we restructure and then re-restructure 
them according to the passing fancy of intellectual fashion, the more 
steadily do they lose their good repute. One can only conclude that 
either there is something wrong with the idea of responsiveness as we 
currently understand it, or that there is some fault in our idea of the 
people as we currently understand it. I suggest that there is something 
wrong with both of these ideas as we currently understand them. Ulti- 
mately, we are talking about a single error rather than a dual one: an 
error in the way we conceive the relations between a people and their 
institutions in a democratic society. 

Strategies of Responsiveness 

There is an old Groucho Marx chestnut about how he resigned from a 
club immediately upon being elected to membership, his resignation 
prompted by the thought that any club that would elect him a member 
couldn’t possibly be worth joining. I think that, in this old chestnut, 
there is a lesson for all of us about responsiveness. More and more of 
our institutions have been reaching out for greater participation and 
involvement, and an ever-larger number of those new recruits to full 
membership in the club have been busy resigning. 

It is not easy to say to what degree our various strategies of respon- 
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siveness are motivated by sly cunning or plain self-deception. In the 
heyday of campus protest over the Vietnam war, amidst an upsurge of 
general political radicalism among college students, Congress decided 
to lower the voting age to eighteen. To the best of my knowledge, there 
was not a single protest meeting on any American campus on the issue 
of a lower voting age. Similarly, to the best of my knowledge. Congress 
did not receive a single mass petition on this matter from young people. 
Nevertheless, Congress decided that, in the face of unrest, it couldn't 
simply remain mute and impassive, so it decided to be responsive in its 
way. It didn't end the Vietnam war or abolish capitalism, but instead 
passed a constitutional amendment lowering the voting age to eighteen. 
That amendment was promptly ratified by the requisite number of state 
legislatures, and shortly thereafter Richard Nixon was elected President 
by an overwhelming majority of the popular vote. 

One of the ways in which we characteristically respond is to give 
dissatisfied people what they have not asked for, what there was never 
any sound reason for believing they really wanted. Thus, when non- 
whites in the ghettos of New York City began to express dissatisfaction 
with the fact that their children graduated from high school without 
even being able to read or reckon at an elementary school level, they 
were promptly given community control over their local school boards 
and open admissions to the senior city colleges, but if you look back at 
the course of events, you will discover that there never was any real 
popular demand as distinct from political-demagogic demand for either 
community control or open admissions. Neither had any bearing on 
the problems at hand. As a matter of fact, any authentic conception of 
community control stood in rank contradiction to the practice of busing 
students for purposes of integration, which was also under way in New 
York's schools. 

We are responsive in another seemingly more candid, but actually 
even more cunning, way. This is to give people what they actually 
demand — or what some vociferously demand — in the tranquil knowl- 
edge that because these demands are misconceived, their satisfaction is 
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a meaningless gesture. That is what has happened with parietal rules, 
course gradings, class attendance, curriculum requirements, nominal 
student representation on various committees, and so forth, on so many 
of our college campuses, as well as in lower schools. The strategy may 
be defined as follows. When confronted with protest, dissatisfaction, 
and tumult, unburden yourself of your responsibilities but keep all your 
privileges, then announce that your institution has enlarged the scope 
of participation and freedom for all constituents. Since participation 
and freedom are known to be good democratic things, you have the 
appearance of rectitude and the reality of survival. 

This complicated game of responsiveness has been skillfully played 
these past years and has enabled a great many institutions to secure their 
imperiled positions. In that sense, it has been unquestionably successful. 
In a deeper sense, however, it has gained nothing but time— a precious 
enough gain, but only if one realizes that it is simply time that has been 
gained, and that this time must be used productively if the gain is to be 
substantial rather than illusory. It is not my impression that any such 
realization exists. 

Through the ages political philosophers and educators have argued 
that it is unwise to give people rights without, at the same time, imposing 
obligations— that rights without obligations make for irresponsibility, 
just as obligations without rights make for servility. Edmund Burke 
pushed this thesis further when he declared that it was part of the 
people’s rights to have obligations — that an absence of obligation means 
a diminution of humanity because it signifies a condition of permanent 
immaturity. We can extend this line of thought even further and declare 
with confidence, based on our own more recent experience, that obli- 
gation is not only a right but a need. People upon whom no obligations 
are imposed will experience an acute sense of deprivation. It is our 
striking failure to recognize this phenomenon of moral deprivation for 
what it is that explains our fumbling, cynical response to the dissatisfac- 
tion that Americans express toward their institutions. 

Institutions that pander to citizens (I use that word “pander” advis- 
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edly) in an effort to achieve popularity may get good press for a while. 
Our mass media, for which pandering is an economic necessity, are 
naturally keen to see other institutions remake themselves in the media’s 
own image, to become responsive as a television station or network is 
responsive. Responsiveness here means to satisfy popular appetite or 
desire or whim or fancy or, rather, to satisfy what is thought at any 
moment to be popular appetite or desire or whim or fancy. Such re- 
sponsiveness, being timely and circumstantial, is also thought to be 
relevant. But amidst the noise of mutual self-congratulation, what is lost 
sight of is the fact that these institutions, floating on clouds of approval 
and self-approval, have uprooted themselves from that solid ground of 
moral legitimacy from which all institutions receive their long-term 
nourishment. 

Do I exaggerate? Well, let me cite the problems of ghetto education. 
During the past decades we have had dozens of bold innovations in the 
schooling of slum kids, each claiming to be more responsive and more 
relevant than the previous ones. Some of these innovations have even 
revived forms of classroom organization and techniques of pedagogy 
that were popular a hundred years ago, and you can’t be more innovative 
than that! Each innovation, at some moment, is held up as a break- 
through, is the subject of enthusiastic magazine articles and television 
reports, is quickly imitated by enterprising school administrators else- 
where, and is generally judged to be a success before any results are in. 
Then it quietly vanishes, and nothing more is heard about it as attention 
shifts to some later innovation, by some other bold educational reformer 
who has broken through encrusted tradition and has come up with an 
even more responsive and relevant program. Meanwhile, back in the 
ghetto, there exists a whole set of successful schools that no one pays 
any attention to— schools successful in the most elementary yet crucial 
terms: A long list of parents try desperately to register their children in 
these schools; the truancy and transfer rates are low, there is less juvenile 
delinquency and a lower rate of drug addiction among all students, and 
academic achievement levels tend to be slightly higher than average. I 
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refer to the parochial schools in the ghetto, which no one writes about, 
which the media ignore, but which — in the opinion of parents and 
students alike — are the most desirable of all ghetto schools. Many of 
these parochial schools are in old buildings with minimal facilities— a 
pitiful library perhaps, a squalid gymnasium perhaps, a Spartan lunch- 
room perhaps. Anyone who ever takes the trouble to open his or her 
eyes to the existence of these schools is not taken aback— as so many 
were — by the findings of the Coleman report that the condition or even 
nonexistence of such physical facilities had little connection with ed- 
ucational achievement. 

Why are the parochial schools in the ghetto so well regarded? The 
answer is obvious; They are self-respecting institutions, demanding in- 
stitutions, with standards that students are expected to meet. Many of 
them enforce dress codes as a symbolic gesture of self-affirmation. By 
making such demands upon their students, they cause them to make 
demands upon themselves and, most important, cause their students to 
realize that the only true moral and intellectual “development” occurs 
when you do make demands upon yourself. 

The Case for Authority 

I suppose that what I am saying can and will be interpreted as just 
another critique of what we call permissiveness. I should be unhappy if 
this happens, because I so intensely dislike both that term and its asso- 
ciations. People who indiscriminately attack permissiveness are them- 
selves victims of confusion between authority and authoritarianism — a 
confusion they share with the very tendencies they criticize. Permis- 
siveness and authoritarianism are two possible poles of moral discourse. 
Both of them are poles that come into existence when the center no 
longer holds. That center is authority, meaning the exercise of power 
toward some morally affirmed end in such a reasonable way as to secure 
popular acceptance. Legitimate authority is not always reasonable, since 
it is exercised by people who are not always naturally reasonable. No 
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one is always reasonable, and therefore legitimate authority is open to 
criticism and correction. But if authority may be flawed in operation, 
both permissiveness and authoritarianism are flawed in their morally 
void and substanceless goals. This second flaw is clearly infinitely more 
important than the first. It induces a kind of technocratic mania, with 
exponents of permissiveness devising ever-new ways of liberating the 
citizen, with no idea as to what he is being liberated for, while exponents 
of authoritarianism are busy learning how to control people solely to 
secure the power of existing institutions, with no serious conception 
about the ultimate purpose of this power. 

Properly understood, authority is to be distinguished from power, 
which is the capacity to coerce. In the case of authority, power is not 
experienced as coercive because it is infused, however dimly, with a 
moral intention that corresponds to the moral sentiments and moral 
ideals of those who are subject to this power. Education, in its only 
significant sense, is such an exercise in legitimate authority. When 
educators say that they don’t know what their moral intention is, that 
they don’t know what kinds of human beings they are trying to create, 
they have surrendered all claim to legitimate authority. Moral devel- 
opment, as now conceived in our schools of education, is never asso- 
ciated with ultimate mental intentions. (That would be authoritarian.) 
As a result, what we call moral development can easily give rise to moral 
deprivation— a hunger of the soul for moral meanings— which is far 
more devastating and dangerous than physical hunger. In the end, this 
hunger of the soul will satisfy itself by gratefully submitting to any 
passing pseudoauthority. But where on earth, in this bewildered age, 
are our educators going to discover this moral authority without which 
authentic education is impossible? Who is going to answer questions 
about the meaning of our individual and collective lives? I recognize 
both the cogency and poignancy of this lament: Ours is indeed a be- 
wildered age. I would say this: If you have no sense of moral authority, 
if you have no sovereign ideas about moral purpose, you ought not to 
be educators. There are many technocratic professions in which, for all 
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practical purposes, the knowledge of means suffices, but education is 
not one of them. An educator who cannot give at least a tentative, 
minimally coherent reply to the question, “Education for what?” and 
who cannot at least point to the kinds of persons a good education is 
supposed to produce, is simply in the wrong line of work. It is my 
impression that, in fact, most educators, being sincerely committed to 
the educational enterprise, are in the right kind of work. Most do know 
more than they feel free to admit about the aim of education to achieve 
this freedom as one of the major purposes of education reform today. 
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Muking fiindamental moral standards 
a cornerstone of the educational process 



Education in the United States has at last ended its failed experiment with separating 
the intellectual from the moral — and schools from K— 12 to college campuses are 
increasingly paying attention to students’ values and accepting responsibility for 
students’ character. But how can we bring in this new era in character education in 
a way that makes the right kind of difference to young people? What approaches will 
provide character education the solid foundation necessary to sustain it now and into 
the future? What obstacles in our current educational system must we overcome, and 
what new opportunities can we create? Here is a unique perspective on what is needed 
to overcome the remaining impediments and make character education an effective, 
lasting part of our educational agenda. 

Each chapter points out the directions that character education must take today and 
offers strategies essential for making progress in the field. The expert contiibutors 
explain, for instance, how we can pass core values down to the younger generation 
in ways that will elevate their conduct and their life goals. They reveal why relativism 
has threatened the moral development of young people in our time — and what we 
can do to turn this around. And they show the critical importance of reestablishing 
student morality and character as targets of higher education’s central mission. 



The authors make a strong case for “moral exemplarity” — actual human examples 
of moral excellence — as an effective tool of educational practice and describe how 
stoic “warrior” principles can offer a moral manner of managing one’s emotions in 
times of pressure. Perhaps most important, they clarify the necessity of authority in 
any moral education endeavor — and show how it is actually a powerful force for 
personal freedom and character building. 




William Damon is a Hoover Institution senior fellow. He is professor of education 
and director of the Center on Adolescence at Stanford University. 
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